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ABSTRACT 
THRIVING: EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR THE EVANGELISM AND 
DISCIPLESHIP OF EMERGING ADULTS 
by 
Aaron M. Kauffman 
The perception that emerging adults are increasingly absent from the church in 
North America causes anxiety for church leaders today. Despite this prevailing narrative 
of young adult departure, many churches are seeing increased levels of both overall 
attendance and young adult involvement. Previous research has attempted to identify 
qualities and practices shared by such congregations. This project builds on those studies 
in order to construct a framework for successful young adult ministry in the context of 
Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC).  
The purpose of this study was to identify effective strategies for the evangelism 
and ongoing discipleship of young adults through the ministries of VMC by surveying 
VMC pastoral perspectives on young adult ministry and interviewing pastors and young 
adults of local churches whose young adult ministry is thriving. Forty-three pastors from 
VMC were surveyed, and interviews were conducted with six pastors and thirty-one 
young adults (ages 18-37) from churches with thriving young adult ministries.  
Major findings of the study include the need for churches to articulate a robust 
gospel of personal and social transformation; to combine relational evangelism with 
warm hospitality; to prioritize discipling relationships, biblical engagement, corporate 
worship, and prayer in young adult spiritual growth; and to appreciate the unique cultural 
pressures and turbulence of life stage which characterize emerging adulthood.   
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CHAPTER 1  
NATURE OF THE PROJECT 
Overview of the Chapter 
It is commonly believed that a growing number of young adults are either leaving 
the church or never choosing to belong to it. Since the church is never more than one 
generation away from extinction, this raises an existential crisis for many church leaders 
today. Yet perhaps this perception does not tell the whole story. Despite the trends, a 
number of churches are finding success in sharing the gospel with emerging adults and 
discipling them into Christian maturity. What might the pastors of those churches, and 
especially the young adults excited about being a part of them, have to teach those willing 
to listen?  
This chapter lays the foundation for a project focused on uncovering effective 
strategies for the evangelism and discipleship of emerging adults conducted with pastors 
and emerging adults both within and beyond the churches of Virginia Mennonite 
Conference (VMC). It begins with an autobiographical introduction to the problem and 
proceeds with a statement of the problem and the project purpose statement. After that, it 
introduces the research questions the project sought to answer, followed by the project’s 
rationale, definition of key terms, and project delimitations. The chapter concludes with 
an overview of relevant literature and a summative description of the research 
methodology employed in the project. 
Personal Introduction 
 “Many of my … friends say, ‘I have seen something different on the face of your 
friends…’ [These college students] had the joy of telling our … friends that it is because 
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they have the joy of the living Messiah within their hearts” (M. Kreider 6). These words, 
penned over six decades ago, refer to a visiting group of students who assisted in the 
long-term evangelistic efforts of Mennonites in Richmond, Virginia. According to Harry 
Brunk and Paul Kratz, “Between 1950 and 1987 VMBM [the mission arm of VMC] was 
… involved in planting 40 new congregations in Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, 
and Ohio.” An evangelistic zeal characterized the churches of Virginia Mennonite 
Conference at the time, and it was often carried by young adults. 
A century after it was founded, that same conference-based mission agency, now 
called Virginia Mennonite Missions (VMMissions), is the ministry context in which I 
serve. By many measures, VMMissions is experiencing organizational health. Financial 
support is steady or growing modestly, and staffing is experiencing low turnover. The 
number of mission workers, particularly those serving in long-term assignments, 
continues to expand, and a new short-term mission program has attracted a number of 
new participants. Creative new ministries have been launched over the past several years 
in the areas of church planting, children’s ministry, education, prison ministry, business 
as mission, and refugee ministry. When last tallied, the number of missionaries serving in 
assignments of a year or more was fifty-four. Fully half of those missionaries were under 
the age of forty.  
A growing awareness among key leaders, however, is that VMC, our primary 
partner and constituency, is both shrinking and aging. These challenges are observed 
across many parts of the church in North America, prompting a sense of crisis regarding 
the current generation of emerging adults. Calls for the church to make radical revisions 
to its beliefs and practices are issued, supposing that such changes will stem the tide of 
Kauffman 3 
 
declining young adult participation and reignite their interest and commitment. However, 
notable exceptions to these trends exist both within and beyond VMC in the form of 
thriving churches that are not only growing in number but also attracting significant 
percentages of young adults. Anecdotally speaking, one recently established VMC church 
has had as many as eight young adults serving in mission assignments with VMMissions 
at the same time. Another local church whose pastor was trained at a Mennonite seminary 
packs more than a thousand people into three different worship services every Sunday, 
nearly half of whom are emerging adults. What accounts for these examples that defy the 
dominant narrative of shrinking, aging churches? The goal of this project was to uncover 
some of the key factors for the success these congregations are having in evangelizing 
and discipling young adults, with the hope that other congregations might learn from their 
example.  
Statement of the Problem 
The churches of Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC) are facing the 
uncomfortable reality of declining attendance and rising average age. According to its 
most recent published statistics, VMC has lost twenty percent of its members over the 
past decade, and attendance is down by fifteen percent (Virginia Mennonite Conference 
53). In 2006, a national study of Mennonite Church USA, the denomination to which 
VMC belongs, found that the proportion of young adult members was shrinking faster 
than in other denominations, with only thirty percent of Mennonite congregational 
members under the age of 45, compared to forty-two percent in mainline Protestant 
churches (Kanagy, Road Signs 55-56). While this dearth of young adults in the church 
may be more pronounced among Mennonites, it is by no means unusual in contemporary 
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North American society. As Michael Lipka of the Pew Research Center has reported, 
“Overall, 35% of adult Millennials (Americans born between 1981 and 1996) are 
religiously unaffiliated. Far more Millennials say they have no religious affiliation 
compared with those who identify as evangelical Protestants (21%), Catholics (16%) or 
mainline Protestants (11%).” 
Yet there are notable exceptions to these trends, as other research has pointed out 
(Kelley; Stark; Schnabel and Bock; Haskell et al.; Richardson, You Found Me). Recent 
studies have attempted to identify the qualities and practices of churches that are 
effectively engaging emerging adults (Stetzer et al., Sahlin and Roozen, Powell et al.). 
Such churches with flourishing young adult ministries became the subject of this research 
project, with the hope of uncovering key factors to their success in evangelizing and 
discipling emerging adults. In other words, this project focused on what is working in 
young adult ministry rather than what is wrong. The aim was to develop a set of “best 
practices” based on the common characteristics of churches both within and beyond 
VMC that are having the most success at reaching young adults with the gospel and 
discipling them into mature faith in Jesus Christ.  
Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this study was to identify effective strategies for the evangelism 
and ongoing discipleship of young adults through the ministries of Virginia Mennonite 
Conference (VMC) by surveying VMC pastoral perspectives on young adult ministry and 
interviewing pastors and young adults of local churches whose young adult ministry is 
thriving. 
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Research Questions 
In light of the foregoing purpose statement, the following research questions were 
developed to guide the project:  
Research Question #1 
What challenges do VMC pastors identify in the evangelism and ongoing 
discipleship of young adults, and what strategies to they suggest for overcoming these 
challenges?  
Research Question #2 
What strategies or approaches toward young adult ministry are pastors employing 
in local churches whose young adult ministry is thriving?  
Research Question #3 
What strategies or approaches do young adults identify as significant in ministries 
that lead to the conversion and ongoing discipleship of young adults? 
Rationale for the Project 
A key biblical justification for this project is the prominence of the disciple-
making task in the New Testament. All four Gospels and the book of Acts include some 
version of the Great Commission, the sending of the church into the world to share the 
good news of Jesus Christ and incorporate people of every social and cultural background 
into a community of disciples. Matthew’s version of this commission is the most famous: 
“And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I 
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have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age’” 
(New Revised Standard Version, 28:18-20).  
The other Gospels and Acts have their own commensurate versions of this 
commission with their own distinctive shades of meaning, such as the holistic nature of 
the gospel (Mark 16:15-18), the centrality of repentance and forgiveness of sin (Luke 
24:45-48), the continuity of the church’s task with Jesus’ own mission (John 20:21-23), 
and the necessity of the Holy Spirit’s power for bearing witness to this good news in 
every possible geographical and cultural context (Acts 1:8). The book of Acts and the 
Epistles arise in the context of missionary praxis. While not all members of the church 
are equally gifted in proclaiming the gospel (1 Cor. 12:28-30; Rom. 12:6-8; Eph. 4:11), 
the New Testament does charge all believers to “live [their] life in a manner worthy of 
the gospel of Christ” (Phil. 1:27) and to bear witness to the gospel’s life-altering 
significance when prompted by those who do not yet believe (Col. 4:5-6; 1 Pet. 3:15-16). 
In other words, biblically speaking, a faithful church will always be a missionary church, 
inviting people of all ages to put their faith in Jesus and follow him in daily life.  
The key theological motivation for undertaking this project arises from the 
concept of the missio Dei, God's mission to heal a broken world. As Stuart Murray states,  
God is the Missionary, who sent his Son and sends his Spirit into the world, and 
whose missionary purposes are cosmic in scope, concerned with the 'restoration 
of all things,' the establishment of shalom, the renewal of creation, and the 
coming of the kingdom of God, as well as the redemption of fallen humanity and 
the building of the church. (39) 
The church serves its purpose as an instrument of God’s mission when it becomes a 
living witness to God’s peaceable reign, inviting people of all nations to turn from sin, 
put their faith in Christ, and be transformed through the power of the Holy Spirit. Yet the 
prime missionary actor is the triune God, who invites the community of Jesus’ followers 
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to join the Holy Spirit in that redemptive work. To determine the ways in which God is 
currently at work in that reconciling task, it makes sense to pay attention to the 
congregations having the greatest success at making disciples of emerging adults in the 
North American context.  
From a pragmatic perspective, the missional living of everyday disciples is the 
primary means of extending the church over time and geography. Dana Robert writes,  
At its most simple, the spread of the message of Jesus Christ from one culture to 
another occurs because of intentional human relationships across cultural 
boundaries. In periods of history that encourage the movement of people and 
ideas, ordinary Christians who believe strongly in their faith feel responsible for 
sharing that faith with others. (176) 
Broadly speaking, the ongoing viability of the church and its many ministries is 
dependent upon the Spirit-empowered generative task of everyday believers who invite 
their friends, family members, and neighbors to embrace and live out the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. More specific to the researcher’s ministry context, without the investment of 
energy and creative thought into the question of why certain congregations within and 
beyond VMC are successfully making new disciples of the millennial generation, the 
decline in overall VMC membership is likely to continue, and the average age of 
congregants will continue to rise. Over time, these trends will erode the base of faith and 
finances undergirding the churches and related institutions of VMC. The question of 
young adult evangelism and discipleship is both a question of faithfulness and survival. 
Definition of Key Terms 
Conversion signifies the process, sometimes gradual, sometimes sudden, by 
which a person or group embraces or intensifies a sense of commitment and belonging to 
a religious worldview and its attendant beliefs, practices, and communal forms of 
organization and participation.  
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Discipleship is the ongoing transformation of persons, individually and 
corporately, into the image of Jesus Christ as they, guided and empowered by a living 
relationship with God through the Holy Spirit, seek to align their identities, beliefs, 
behaviors, priorities and practices with the current and future reign of God.  
The terms emerging adults or young adults are used interchangeably in this 
project to refer to the transitional stage of early adulthood between the ages of 18-29, 
characterized by increased freedom and independence and the exploration of various life 
possibilities as persons leave adolescence and gradually enter into the responsibilities 
associated with mature adulthood.   
Evangelism refers to the overt or indirect efforts of individual Christians and the 
church more generally to present the gospel of Jesus Christ to the world through words, 
actions, lifestyle, and Spirit-empowered signs in ways that allow non-Christians to hear, 
understand, experience, and respond to the coming reign of God in Christ. 
Strategies or approaches are the intentional plans, methods, and activities of an 
organization or individual for achieving success in arriving at a predetermined goal.  
Delimitations 
The overall goal of this study was to develop a working list of effective strategies 
for young adult ministry to be used by the churches of Virginia Mennonite Conference. 
Thus, the majority of the subjects in the study belonged to VMC churches. However, in 
order to enrich the perspectives available for constructing this approach to young adult 
ministry, several local churches with thriving young adult ministries both within and 
beyond VMC were included in the study. These churches were located in Harrisonburg, 
Virginia, where VMC has its headquarters, and where a concentration of Mennonite 
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churches and institutions are located. The definition of thriving for the purpose of the 
study was a positive growth trajectory over the previous five years in overall attendance, 
and a young adult percentage of that attendance exceeding the national average of 10% 
(Powell et al. loc. 217). The reason for delimiting the range of possible subjects was both 
practical and purposeful. The researcher resides in Harrisonburg and has firsthand 
awareness of local Mennonite and non-Mennonite churches engaged in successful 
ministry among emerging adults. The researcher is also aware that several of these non-
Mennonite churches are attracting a number of young adults who grew up in Mennonite 
churches. Consequently, it was deemed both appropriate and potentially illuminating to 
include a sampling of these churches in the project.  
Review of Relevant Literature 
As background to this study, several types of literature were consulted in order to 
develop a framework for understanding and analyzing effective young adult ministry and 
the research regarding practices and qualities of congregations conducting effective 
ministry among young adults in the North American context. 
First, a rigorous survey was undertaken of biblical perspectives on evangelism, 
discipleship, and the concept of young adulthood. This deep dive into the biblical 
narrative was motivated by a desire to ground the practice of young adult evangelization 
and discipleship in a substantive biblical theology, rather than succumb to what Stuart 
Murray calls “the prevailing pragmatism of contemporary culture,” a pragmatism that 
pervades much that goes by the name of Christian ministry (Murray loc. 372).  
Second, contemporary perspectives on evangelism, conversion, and discipleship 
were explored, including by key Anabaptist theologians and missiologists such as J. H. 
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Yoder, Finger, McPhee and Krabill, as well as leading scholars like Webber, Hauerwas, 
Dawn, Fitch and Pohl.  
Third, sociological perspectives on the religious lives of emerging adulthood were 
discussed. Studies by Arnett, Wuthnow, and Smith and Snell are reviewed, among others.  
Fourth, research on effective ministry among emerging adults was reviewed. 
Studies of Mennonite young adults were highlighted, as well as works by practitioners in 
young adult ministry, with particular attention to three studies focused on the question of 
effective young adult ministry by Stetzer et al., Sahlin and Roozen, and Powell et al.  
Research Methodology 
This project employed a mixed-methods approach for uncovering how churches 
with successful young adult ministries are evangelizing and discipling young adults. The 
researcher conducted an exploratory study that utilized data gleaned from a questionnaire 
to VMC pastors, semi-structured interviews with lead pastors of churches with successful 
young adult ministries, and semi-structured focus groups with young adults from each of 
those churches.  
The data from the questionnaire response, interviews, and focus groups were 
analyzed to unearth any unifying features across the divergent demographics and 
theological perspectives of the participants. While the unique settings and characteristics 
of each congregation resist simple transference, a clear list of common strategies emerged 
among churches that are successfully evangelizing and discipling emerging adults.  
Type of Research 
This pre-intervention research project employed a mixed-methods approach, 
collecting data from three different groups of participants using three different research 
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instruments, and triangulating the data to construct a working list of best practices or 
strategies for the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults.  
Participants 
In order to develop a background understanding of what VMC pastors believe is 
effective and problematic in the evangelism and discipleship of emerging adults, 
participants in the study included the active pastors of VMC congregations. Forty-three 
pastors in all elected to participate in the study. In addition, six congregations located in 
Harrisonburg, Virginia, were selected through purposive sampling based on their 
reputation for having a thriving young adult ministry. Three of those congregations were 
Mennonite, and three belonged to other denominations or networks. The criteria for 
determining “thriving” were growth over the past five years and a percentage of young 
adult attendees exceeding the national average of ten percent. Perspectives on successful 
young adult ministry were gleaned from interviews with the six lead pastors of those 
churches, as well as focus groups of four to six participants from each congregation, with 
a total of thirty-one young adults participating.   
Instrumentation 
 To elicit the perspectives of VMC pastors on the challenges of young adult 
ministry and potential strategies for addressing them, a VMC Pastoral Questionnaire 
about Young Adult Ministry was developed and distributed to the active congregational 
pastors of VMC. The questionnaire included a total of twenty-three questions eliciting 
demographic data about the pastors and the congregations they serve, as well as their 
perspectives regarding successful approaches and obstacles to evangelizing and 
discipling young adults.  
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 The second instrument was a researcher-designed, semi-structured interview 
protocol entitled Pastoral Interview about Young Adult Ministry, consisting of a 
demographic section and sixteen questions exploring pastoral understandings of what is 
effective in the evangelism and discipleship of emerging adults.  
  The final instrument employed in the study was a researcher-designed, semi-
structured focus group protocol entitled Young Adult Focus Group. Like the pastoral 
interview, the focus group protocol included a demographic section and sixteen questions 
inviting young adults to share their perspectives on what their churches are doing that 
contributes to the conversion and ongoing discipleship of young adults.  
Data Collection 
Responses to the pastoral questionnaire were collected from VMC pastors over 
approximately a three-week period in November of 2018, with a 44.8% response rate. 
With each of the six churches identified as having a thriving young adult ministry, the 
pastoral interviews and Young Adult Focus Groups were conducted over a ten-week 
period from November 2018 to January 2019. Interviews and focus groups were recorded 
by the researcher and then transcribed by the research team over the course of several 
months.   
Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics were utilized to analyze the quantitative portion of the data 
from the pastoral questionnaire. The remainder of the qualitative data was examined 
using thematic analysis, “a process that involves coding and then segregating the data by 
codes into data clumps for further analysis and description,” with the goal of making 
“connections that are ultimately meaningful” through the “identification of key factors in 
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the study and the relationships among them” (Glesne 147, 164). The open-ended 
responses to the pastoral questionnaire were coded, grouped, and tallied to determine the 
prevailing perspectives represented. Thematic analysis was also used to make sense of 
the qualitative data yielded in 134 pages of pastoral interview transcripts and 162 pages 
of focus group transcripts. Raw data was read multiple times, then carefully coded 
according to both pre-determined and emergent categories. Ideas and quotes were 
categorized and compared across research participants. Predominant themes were 
identified and reported, using a combination of summary statements and firsthand 
participant quotes. The entire body of data was then analyzed to identify the major 
findings of the study.  
Generalizability 
  The focus of this project was the development of a set of effective strategies for 
evangelizing and discipling emerging adults within the VMC context. Participants came 
from a variety of settings, urban, suburban and rural, across Virginia and in surrounding 
states, and represented a variety of age, gender, and ethnic demographics, with 
backgrounds in four different denominations or networks and a variety of worship styles 
and congregational sizes. Thus, it is believed that the findings are applicable to a broad 
range of church contexts in which leaders and congregants share a desire to evangelize 
and disciple young adults. Since, however, the most crucial data emerged from midsize to 
larger congregations in Harrisonburg, Virginia, a university town with a growing 
population of students and immigrants, findings would most readily apply to other similar 
contexts.   
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Project Overview 
Chapter two of this study examines the biblical and theological foundations of 
evangelism, discipleship, and ministry among young people, and reviews current 
sociological literature on the religious beliefs and practices of emerging adults. Chapter 
three details the research design and methodological approach employed in the process of 
selecting participants, designing research instruments, and conducting data collection and 
analysis. Chapter four unveils the results of the research project and analyzes the data 
from the various instruments, culminating in five major research findings. Finally, 
chapter five interprets the major findings of the study and suggests a set of strategies for 
improving the practice of making disciples among emerging adults.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter will review the relevant literature regarding the evangelism and 
discipleship of emerging adults in view of developing a framework for understanding 
factors that contribute to effective ministry with this demographic, particularly in the 
context of the churches of Virginia Mennonite Conference. It will begin with a survey of 
biblical perspectives on evangelism and discipleship. Additional insights will be gleaned 
from contemporary theological perspectives, with special attention to Anabaptist 
contributions. Then sociological literature regarding the religious lives of emerging adults 
will be explored. Next, the chapter will review studies of Mennonite young adults and the 
growing body of scholarship about effective ministry among emerging adults. Finally, 
relevant research design literature will be summarized.  
Biblical and Theological Foundations of Evangelism and Discipleship 
This section reviews biblical perspectives of evangelism, discipleship, and young 
adulthood, for the purpose of laying a foundation for the remainder of the project.  
Evangelism and Discipleship in the Old Testament 
First, Old Testament perspectives on evangelism and discipleship will be 
surveyed. The themes of particularity and universality in God’s redemptive mission 
through Israel are examined, followed by an exploration of key terms relating to 
evangelism and discipleship.  
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A Particular People 
If evangelism is construed primarily as recruitment into the community of God’s 
redemptive people, the Old Testament has relatively little say on the subject. The 
overwhelming focus of the Old Testament is on the particular people called to represent 
God’s way of life, the people of Israel (Scobie 510; C. J. H. Wright 223; Stone 63). 
Provision is made for outsiders to join God’s chosen people – for example, the “mixed 
crowd” that participated in the Exodus (Ex. 12:38), or the incorporation of foreigners into 
Israel, like Rahab (Josh. 6:25) and Ruth (Ruth 4:13-17) – and Israel’s faith and conduct 
are meant to call attention to the exemplary way of life and relationship Israel has with 
God (Deut. 4:6-8). Yet in many Old Testament texts, the emphasis falls on Israel’s being 
distinct and separate from the surrounding nations through endogamous marriage 
practices and food laws (Scobie 512-513). A sustained effort to enlist non-Israelites into 
God’s people is largely absent from the pages of the Old Testament.  
Universal Purpose 
Despite this lack of intentional outreach, the Old Testament clearly communicates 
a deep concern for people groups beyond Israel. In response to the sinful rebellion of 
humankind that culminates in God’s scattering them from Babel “abroad over the face of 
the earth” (Gen. 11:9), God calls Abraham to embark on a journey to a new land where 
God promises to “make of you a great nation” through which “all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:1-3). As David Bosch points out, “What Babel has been 
unable to achieve is promised and guaranteed in Abraham, namely the blessing of all 
nations” (Transforming Mission 18). It is a particular call with a universal redemptive 
purpose (Bauckham 28; Goheen 192).  
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After the exodus from Egypt, God charges Israel with the keeping of a covenant, 
the reward for which will be status as “my treasured possession out of all the peoples” 
and as “a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:5-6). The implication of this status 
is that God intends Israel to represent his ways to the rest of the world (Goldingay 511; 
Goheen 193), for as God reminds Israel, "the whole earth is mine" (Ex. 19:5). Thus God 
underscores both Israel's unique identity and “his wider mission of blessing the rest of the 
nations of the earth through this particular people whom he has redeemed” (C. J. H. 
Wright 225).  
Later on, when Israel is settled in the promised land, God uses the fallen 
institution of monarchy, despite God’s deep ambivalence toward it (1 Sam. 8), to display 
God’s intentions for the rest of the world in Israel’s way of life (Bauckham 41-49): 
yielding to God’s universal authority represented through Israel’s king (Ps. 72:8-11). 
Such subjection to God’s representative ruler is not meant to perpetuate oppression, but 
bring an end to it, for God’s king “delivers the needy” and “redeems their life” from 
“oppression and violence,” so that “all nations [may] be blessed in him” (Ps. 72:12, 14, 
17).  
After Israel goes into exile for failing to uphold the terms of God’s covenant, the 
global scope of God’s redemption is reiterated in an eschatological key when God 
declares to his people through the prophet Isaiah, “It is too light a thing that you should 
be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will 
give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” 
(49:6). This future hope for universal salvation, however, is tempered by a harrowing 
vision of divine judgment against Israel’s enemies: “I will make your oppressors eat their 
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own flesh, and they shall be drunk with their own blood as with wine. Then all flesh shall 
know that I am the LORD your Savior” (Isa. 49:26). Yet this judgment does not have the 
last word; it is a doorway rather than a barrier to the redemption of the nations (C. J. H. 
Wright 499; Goheen 71). On the whole, the larger story of the Old Testament consistently 
envisions an outward flow of God’s blessing, dominion, and salvation from Israel to the 
nations.  
In addition to the centrifugal extension of God’s redemption of the world through 
Israel, the Old Testament foresees the centripetal ingathering of the nations to Israel to 
receive instruction, offer worship, and experience God’s salvation (Scobie 519; Goheen 
80). The book of Isaiah stands out for highlighting this theme of ingathering in texts like 
the following (which is repeated nearly verbatim in Micah 4:1-4):  
In days to come 
    the mountain of the LORD’s house 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
    and shall be raised above the hills; 
all the nations shall stream to it. 
Many peoples shall come and say, 
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 
    to the house of the God of Jacob; 
that he may teach us his ways 
    and that we may walk in his paths.” 
For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, 
    and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. (Isa. 2:2-3) 
Other prophecies in Isaiah speak of God’s temple becoming a “house of prayer for all 
peoples” (56:7) and of Israel becoming a beacon to the world’s inhabitants: “Nations 
shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (60:3). Jeremiah 
echoes this vision of “all nations” gathering “to the presence of the LORD in Jerusalem” 
(3:17), while Zechariah foresees a day when “Many nations shall join themselves to the 
LORD … and shall be my people” (2:11). As Stone argues, “The story of Israel, then, may 
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be understood as a journey through which a people is called and formed ‘for the nations’ 
(Isa. 11:12)” (67). Indeed, the ultimate vision of the Old Testament is that “the distinction 
between Israel and the nations will eventually be dissolved in a multinational community 
belonging to YHWH” (C. J. H. Wright 500). Israel exists not just for its own sake, but so 
that all peoples on earth may be drawn into to God’s blessing and salvation.  
In sum, the centrifugal and centripetal dimensions of God’s redemptive purposes 
for the world through Israel form a backdrop of universal concern that undergirds the 
New Testament concepts of evangelism and discipleship.  
Key Terms 
Further light can be shed on an Old Testament understanding of evangelism and 
discipleship through an exploration of key terms. Etymologically, the primary term 
related to evangelism in the Old Testament is the bśr word family and its derivatives. 
Hague describes the basic meaning of the word family as “the bringing of news” (775), 
while Brown et al. render the verbal form simply as, “bear tidings” (142). Such news or 
tidings is typically characterized as good. For example, when four leprous men discover 
that the Aramean army has abandoned its siege of Samaria, leaving an abundance of 
spoils, they agree that it is wrong to keep this news to themselves, saying, “This is a day 
of good news (bĕśōrâ)” (2 Kings 7:9). However, bśr can also be used ironically or even 
to express bad news. When Ahimaaz, the son of the high priest, begs Joab, the 
commander of king David’s army, to let him “carry tidings” to the king regarding the 
defeat of Absalom and his army, Joab responds, “You are not to carry tidings (bĕśōrâ) 
today … because the king’s son is dead” (2 Sam. 18:20). Joab knows this news will be 
anything but good to the king. Thus, clearly in the human sphere of activity, bśr has to do 
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with the sharing of news – whether good or bad – regarding an event that is of 
importance to the audience intended to hear it.  
The bśr word family can also be used when proclaiming the news of divine 
activity. For example, the psalmist exhorts “all the earth” to “sing to the LORD” and “tell 
(baśśĕrû) of his salvation from day to day” (Ps. 96:1-2). Likewise, the prophet Isaiah 
extols the beautiful feet of the one who brings good news (mebaśśēr tôb) to the exiles of 
Jerusalem, reassuring them that indeed, “Your God reigns” (Isa. 52:7). In addition to 
God’s salvation and reign, the content of such newsworthy proclamations may include 
God’s personal “deliverance” from troubles caused by “iniquities” (Ps. 40:9, 12), God’s 
defeat of Israel’s enemies (Ps. 68:11-14), the return of God’s mighty shepherding care 
(Isa. 40:9-11), “the praise of the LORD” (Isa. 60:6), the liberation of the “oppressed” (Isa. 
61:1), and “peace” (Nah. 1:15). Such proclamations are always considered good, at least 
to the primary audience (Hague 776). If the news recounts God’s victory over enemies, it 
is obviously not good news to those who have been defeated (Ps. 68:11-12).  
Of course, biblically speaking, evangelism includes not only bearing the good 
news of God’s saving activity, but also an invitation to respond. In the passages cited 
above, those who hear good news are invited to “put their trust in the LORD” (Ps. 40:3), 
“sing praises to the Lord” (Ps. 68:32), renounce idols and “ascribe to the LORD glory and 
strength” (Ps. 96:4-7), be comforted (Isa. 40:1), burst into song and “depart” from 
captivity (Isa. 52:9, 11), receive “the wealth of the nations” (Isa. 60:5), turn from 
mourning to gladness (Isa. 61:3), and celebrate (Nah. 1:15). In other words, the good 
news of God’s salvation invites listeners to trade their fear, idolatry, and oppression for a 
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wholehearted response of faith, praise, and obedience to God (Brueggemann, 
"Evangelism and Discipleship," 219-220).  
The exchange of one’s current predicament for God’s saving help is made 
possible not only by the announcement of good news, but by the hearer’s response of 
repentance. The Old Testament concept of repentance centers on the Hebrew word, šwb. 
Literally meaning “turn back” (Brown et al. 996), šwb frequently refers to the individual 
and corporate turning way from sin and idolatry and back to the living God (Thompson 
and Martens 57; Goldingay 288). Jeremiah 3:22-4:2 outlines what Thompson and 
Martens have described as “a veritable liturgy of repentance” (57): addressing and 
acknowledging God as the true source of salvation (3:22-23); confessing sinful 
disobedience and its shameful result (3:24-25); and returning to God by renouncing sin 
and committing to follow God’s ways (4:1-2). Repentance involves honest confession 
and heartfelt commitment, and as Scobie points out, it is a precondition for the nations’ 
acknowledgement and worship of the God of Israel (518).  
Repentance sets people on the path of living in exuberant praise and faithful 
obedience to the God of salvation, a disciplined way of life Walter Brueggemann 
describes as discipleship ("Evangelism and Discipleship" 220). While discipleship, like 
evangelism, is clearly a New Testament concept, especially as a means of spreading 
God’s gracious rule over the earth through disciples of Jesus Christ, Christopher Wright 
argues that it is already prefigured in the Old Testament in eschatological passages like 
Isaiah 19:24-25, where a day is foreseen when not only Israel will be a source of 
“blessing on the earth,” but also its former enemies of Egypt and Assyria will overflow 
with blessings to others (236).  
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An apt Old Testament word encompassing this intentional way of life that honors 
God and brings blessing is the Hebrew verb hlk, which means “go” or “walk” (Brown et 
al. 229). Figuratively, the word hlk refers to “men and women living out their days in 
general or in obedience or disobedience to the divine principles designed to govern their 
lives on earth” (Merrill 1033). The Old Testament frequently employs the metaphor of 
walking to describe a faithful relationship with God: Enoch walked with God and was 
taken into God’s presence (Gen 5:22-24); Noah walked a “righteous” and “blameless” 
life before God (Gen. 6:9); God called Abram to “walk before me, and be blameless” 
(Gen. 17:1); Moses reminded the Israelites to “keep the commandments of the Lord your 
God, by walking in his ways and by fearing him” (Deut. 8:6); Joshua gave a similar 
admonition (Josh. 22:5); at the end of his life, David charged Solomon with “walking in 
[God’s] ways” (1 Kings. 2:2), and Solomon in turn called Israel to “walk in all his ways” 
(1 Kings. 8:58); numerous Psalms speak of walking “blamelessly” (15:2) or “uprightly” 
(84:11) “before the LORD” (116:9), whose law brings happiness (119:1);  Proverbs 
promises the LORD’s wisdom and protection to those who “walk blamelessly” (2:7); as 
already mentioned, Isaiah envisions a time when “all the nations” shall ascend the 
“mountain of the LORD … that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his 
paths” (2:2-3); Jeremiah laments Israel’s refusal to walk “the ancient paths, where the 
good way lies” (6:16); Micah reminds Israel that God requires not sacrifice but “to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (6:8); and Zechariah 
conveys God’s intention to restore Israel so that “they shall walk in his name” (10:12). 
Walking with God clearly has ethical implications, but the Old Testament characterizes it 
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not merely as “a grin-and-bear-it kind of obedience” (Goldingay 60), but as a living, 
personal and communal relationship of reverential fear, humility and joy before God. 
The end result of hearing the good news of God’s saving work, turning in 
repentance to receive it, and walking faithfully with God, is the condition of living in 
what the Old Testament calls šālôm. This word group “represents one of the most 
prominent theological concepts in the OT” (Nel 130). As a verb, šlm can range in 
meaning from “complete” or “make whole” to “pay” or “reward” (Brown et al. 1022). In 
its nominative form, however, šālôm signifies peace in a holistic sense: “well-being, 
prosperity, or bodily health,” in the material sphere; “the absence of strife and war” in the 
social sphere; and in the religious sphere, “the state or condition of a renewed 
relationship with God” (Nel 131-132).  
This holistic peace was God’s desire for Israel, as expressed through the priestly 
blessing of Aaron: “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine 
upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give 
you peace (šālôm)” (Num. 6:24-26). It was also conveyed in Israel’s worship through the 
peace offering (šelem, Lev. 3 and 7), a meal shared to represent right relationships with 
God and the worshiping community (Gossai 1022; Scobie 882). Though lacking the 
actual term šālôm, Isaiah 11 envisions holistic peace as the fruit of the messianic shoot 
that will one day emerge “from the stump of Jesse” (v. 1), whose “delight shall be the 
fear of the LORD” (v. 3), and whose reign will bring justice to “the meek of the earth” and 
judgment to the wicked (v. 4), as well as peaceable relations among all of God’s 
creatures, human and non-human (vv. 6-8), “for the earth will be full of the knowledge of 
the LORD as the waters cover the sea” (v. 9). This peaceable kingdom “can be enjoyed by 
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God’s people now” but “experienced in its fullness only in the promised new age” 
(Scobie 883), when “a spirit from on high is poured out on us,” causing justice and 
righteousness to flourish, and resulting in “peace, … quietness and trust forever” (Isa. 
32:15-17). Yet this holistic peace, argues Stone, “is not only the aim of God’s rule; it is 
also God’s way of ruling—and of extending that rule … to the world through its social 
embodiment in a distinct and visible people” (73).  
In summary, while the Old Testament does not display the same degree of 
missional impulse as the New Testament, it does provide a helpful backdrop to the New 
Testament concepts of evangelism and discipleship. God called Israel to be both a source 
of blessing and salvation for all the nations of the earth, as well as a destination to which 
they would eventually come to learn from and render worship to God. In addition, the 
key Old Testament theological concepts of bearing good news (bśr), turning to God in 
repentance (šwb), walking with God in faithfulness (hlk), and experiencing God’s holistic 
peace (šālôm), inform a canonical understanding of evangelism and discipleship. 
Attention will now be given to how these themes and concepts are expanded and refined 
in the New Testament. 
Evangelism and Discipleship in the New Testament 
Next, New Testament perspectives on evangelism and discipleship are 
considered. An overview of Jesus’ own evangelistic practices is provided, followed by 
definitions of key concepts related to evangelism and discipleship in the New Testament. 
More than the Great Commission 
Advocates of Christian mission frequently reference any one of several “Great 
Commission” texts in the Gospels and Acts (Matt. 28:18-20, Mark 16:15-18, Luke 24:45-
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49, John 20:21, Acts 1:8) as the source of a biblical mandate for evangelism and 
discipleship. Various scholars have pointed out that this reflects a relatively recent 
understanding of such passages, which prior to the Anabaptists in the 16
th 
century
 
(Littell 
18-19; Kasdorf 62), and especially William Carey in the 18
th
, were primarily understood 
as having been fulfilled by the past actions of the original apostles (Hunsberger 62; 
Bosch, “Structure of Mission,” 73; A. Kreider loc. 350). While this does not negate the 
relevance of such texts to a biblical understanding of evangelism and discipleship, it does 
signal that a broader New Testament portrait of these practices is necessary.   
Jesus the Evangelist 
A good place to begin, then, is with the way the New Testament depicts Jesus in 
relation to the content and practice of evangelism and discipleship. The Gospel of Mark, 
widely recognized as the earliest New Testament account of Jesus’ life and ministry, 
opens with the statement, “The beginning of the good news (euangeliou) of Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God” (1:1). That Greek word, euangelion, meaning “good news” (Bauer 402), 
is the source of the English term, evangelism. In a real sense, then, Mark envisions Jesus 
himself as the content of the good news (France 52-53).  
Mark ties this good news to the prophetic hopes of the Old Testament (quoting the 
Septuagint’s rendering of Isaiah 40:3): “the voice of one crying out in the wilderness: 
‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’” (Mark 1:3). This Jesus, for whom 
John the Baptist prepares the way, is the fulfillment of the prophetic promise that God 
would come again to dwell with his people (France 61-63; N. T. Wright, Mark, 3). After 
describing John’s preparatory ministry, Mark then goes on to describe Jesus’ own 
evangelistic practice a few verses later: “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to 
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Galilee, proclaiming the good news (euangelion) of God, and saying, ‘The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news 
(euangeliō)’” (1:14-15). As in the Old Testament, the good news is something worth 
proclaiming, for it has life-changing importance to its potential audience. In this case, it is 
the news that God’s reign is approaching. Mark is making the point that in and through 
the person of Jesus, God’s kingdom is finally coming near, fulfilling Israel’s ancient hope 
(France 93). That is the good news about Jesus, and the news which Jesus proclaims. 
As in the Old Testament where the announcement of good news invites a reaction 
by the audience, this good news of God’s kingdom made present in Jesus demands a 
response. Jesus challenges his hearers to “repent, and believe in the good news.” Repent, 
from the Greek verb, metanoeō, renders the Old Testament Hebrew concept explored 
earlier, šwb, though it highlights the change in thought or will inherent in the process of 
turning (Goetzmann 357). It is used here, explains N. T. Wright, in both a sociopolitical 
sense, i.e., turn from the violent struggle Israel finds itself in against the Roman Empire, 
and in a religious sense: “turn back to a true loyalty to … God” (Mark, 9). It is followed 
by the instruction to “believe in the good news,” from the Greek, pistueō, to “consider … 
to be true” or “to entrust oneself to an entity in complete confidence” (Bauer 816-817). 
Jesus invites his audience to believe in both senses of the word (France 94): to count the 
announcement of the nearness of God’s reign as a true statement, and to place their trust 
in both Jesus “and his message” (N. T. Wright, Mark, 10). Because of what Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer calls the “indissoluble unity between faith and obedience” (Bonhoeffer 64), 
the call to repent and believe is none other than a call to discipleship (Goetzmann 358; 
France 93).  
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Given this link between evangelism and discipleship, it is not surprising that Jesus 
calls his first followers immediately after this proclamation of the gospel. The next scene 
in Mark narrates Jesus’ invitation to the first disciples: “As Jesus passed along the Sea of 
Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea—for they were 
fisherman. And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me and I will make you fish for people.’ And 
immediately they left their nets and followed him” (1:16-18). Discipleship here is 
expressed by the words “follow me,” in Greek, deute opisō mou, more literally rendered 
as “come after me.” Simply put, “Jesus goes on ahead and prescribes the way” in which 
his disciples are invited to follow (Bauder 493). It is not merely a cognitive exercise, nor 
simply a set of prescribed behaviors, but a way of living “bound to Jesus Christ alone” 
(Bonhoeffer 59), that requires personal commitment to him, involvement in the task of 
recruiting others, and willingness to abandon all competing pursuits (France 95).  
Mark goes on to portray the life and ministry into which Jesus has called the 
disciples. They follow Jesus as he teaches (Mark 1:21), heals and casts out demons 
(1:34), calls still other disciples (2:14), dines with “sinners” (2:15), challenges the 
Pharisees (2:23-28), tells parables about God’s kingdom (4:1-34), delivers a man from a 
“legion” of demons in Gentile territory (5:1-20), and raises a synagogue leader’s dead 
daughter to life (5:35-43).  It is only after such extended training that Mark depicts Jesus 
as sending out his disciples to “fish for people” apart from him. He instructs them to 
carry out their mission following the same model he has demonstrated in his own 
practice: proclaiming repentance, casting out demons, and healing the sick (6:7-13). In 
Brueggemann’s words, “The disciples of Jesus are the ones who follow their master, able 
to do so because they have been instructed in his way of life, both his aim and his 
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practice of embodying that aim” (230). Jesus’ ministry, then, exhibits a seamless flow 
between evangelism and discipleship. They cannot be separated into isolated activities 
that are independent of one another, for as Abraham argues, Jesus’ primary aim is none 
other than “initiation into the kingdom of God” (loc. 161).  
The vital link that Mark portrays between Jesus’ evangelistic practice and his 
training of the disciples is a pattern followed in the other canonical Gospels as well. In 
nearly identical fashion in Matthew, Jesus first announces the nearness of “the kingdom 
of heaven” (4:17), then proceeds to call the first disciples (4:18-19). Similarly, in Luke, 
Jesus’ ministry begins with the proclamation of God’s kingdom, this time couched in the 
words of Isaiah 61:1-2: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). That this is synonymous with the advent of 
God’s reign is evident in Jesus’ words a few verses later: “I must proclaim the good news 
of the kingdom of God in other cities also” (4:43). The next scene in Luke is a variation 
of Mark and Matthew’s accounts of the calling of Simon Peter and his fellow fishermen, 
to whom Jesus says, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people” (5:10). 
Again, discipleship comes on the heels of evangelism. The Gospel of John continues this 
pattern in its own distinctive voice, using the terms martyreō/martyria, which mean bear 
witness or testimony (Bauer 617-618), instead of euangelizō/euangelion. First, John the 
Baptist announces the good news, focusing on the person of Jesus: “Here is the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world!” (1:29). John repeats the announcement the 
next day in the hearing of two of his own disciples (1:35-36), who in turn follow Jesus 
(1:37), become his disciples (1:39), and invite still others (1:41). The disciples’ statement 
about why they have joined with Jesus indicates that they believed God's kingdom to be 
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near: “We have found the Messiah” (John 1:41). In all four Gospels, then, evangelism is 
about announcing Jesus and the reign of God that has come near through him, and it is 
immediately followed by the call to discipleship. Various scholars and practitioners 
affirm this inseparable link between evangelism and discipleship (Brueggemann 226; 
Webber 18; Greenway loc. 4966; Payne loc. 1031; Addison loc. 1915).  
Yet Jesus’ practice of evangelism and discipleship eludes formalization into a 
single, rigid pattern or method, as multiple authors have recently pointed out (Adeney 21; 
Flemming 118; Sunquist 323-324). First, it is not only about verbal proclamation. In 
summarizing Jesus’ ministry, Matthew combines Jesus’ teaching and preaching “the 
good news of the kingdom” with his practices of healing and deliverance (4:23, 9:35). In 
response to John the Baptist’s question about whether Jesus was the awaited Messiah, 
Jesus points both to signs and words of the presence of God’s kingdom (Matt. 11:4-6, 
Luke 7:22-23). Jesus’ methods, Frances Adeney concludes, include “[h]ealing the sick, 
dispersing the money changers…, dialoging with outcasts…, [and] dining with sinners” 
(21). Or, as Dean Flemming succinctly puts it, “Jesus embodied the reign of God that he 
announced” (71).  
Second, Jesus does not employ the same approach with every audience. For 
example, as a Jewish male, Jesus is uncharacteristically charitable toward the Samaritan 
woman (John 4:1-42), while with the Syrophoenician woman, he uses stereotypically 
ethnocentric language (Mark 7:24-30, Matt. 15:21-28). The Gospel of John depicts Jesus 
as one who “tailors the particular language and images that express God’s salvation to the 
persons and the occasion” (Flemming 118), as with Nicodemus (“You must be born from 
above,” 3:7), the Samaritan woman (“[T]hose who drink of the water that I will give 
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them will never be thirsty,” 4:14), and the man born blind (“I am the light of the world,” 
9:5). Sunquist summarizes the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ evangelistic encounters as 
utilizing both direct challenges and gentle conversation, stories and questions, calming 
words and divisive ones, demanding teachings and offers of grace, yet always with a 
“unified call … toward unqualified loyalty to Jesus and his Kingdom” (323-324). Jesus 
both announces and enacts the reign of God and adapts his message to the circumstances 
of his hearers.  
What is the Gospel? 
More needs to be said, however, about the content of the good news. The Gospel 
passages cited above indicate that both the kingdom of God and Jesus himself were the 
substance of the gospel (euangelion). Additional background to this term sheds light on 
both the concept and the content.  
In the Greco-Roman thought world, euangelion refers to a “message of victory” 
or to the announcement of “the divine ruler’s birth, coming of age, or enthronement,” 
ushering in a new era of “salvation” (Becker 107-108); political leaders would use it “to 
describe both what they had already achieved and what life would now be like as a 
consequence” (N. T. Wright, Simply Good News 12, emphasis in original). In the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament, the verbal form euangelizomai is used “to herald 
Yahweh’s universal victory over the world and his kingly rule” (Becker 108-109). The 
Gospels and Acts employ the term to declare not only a message about the advent of 
God’s reign, but to point to Jesus as both the bearer and content of the message (Becker 
110; McNicol 522; N. T. Wright, Simply Good News 37). The Apostle Paul uses 
euangelion to focus even more specifically on the salvation God has made possible 
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through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Becker 111; McNicol 522), or as 
Scot McKnight colorfully puts it, to “shout aloud the Story of Jesus Christ as the saving 
news of God” (King Jesus Gospel 50). It is “the power of God for salvation” (Rom. 
1:16), “the message of the cross” (1 Cor. 1:18), the news that “Christ died for our sins,” 
“was buried,” and “was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures” (1 Cor. 
15:3-4), the proclamation of “peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 
near” (Eph. 2:17), “the word of truth” that “in [Christ] all the fullness of God was pleased 
to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things” (Col. 1:5, 
19-20), which comes “not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with 
full conviction” (1 Thes. 1:5).   
The dimensions of the gospel portrayed in New Testament span the categories of 
present and future, personal and communal, objective and subjective, divine initiative and 
human response. The Gospels depict Jesus as proclaiming a kingdom that held both 
present and future promise (Mark 1:15, 13:26-27; Luke 4:16-21, 21:25-28). The life of 
that kingdom broke into the lives of individuals through healing and deliverance (Mark 
1:21-34), forgiveness of sin (Mark 2:5), and restored relationships with God and others 
(Mark 5:18-20). Jesus transcended human barriers of gender (John 4:4-26), ethnicity 
(Mark 7:24-30), class (Luke 7:36-50, 19:1-10), and ideology, creating a microcosm of the 
universal family of God through his band of diverse disciples (Mark 3:13-19; Luke 8:1-
3). Jesus’ death and resurrection were the culmination of God’s plan to reconcile all that 
was broken through humanity’s fall into sin (Mark 10:32-45; Luke 24:45-48). Once 
empowered by the Holy Spirit, the church proclaimed and lived that same message of 
new and eternal life in a new community made possible through Jesus Christ (Acts 2:42-
Kauffman 32 
 
47; Eph. 2:11-22). Under the Spirit’s guidance, they incorporated ever-widening circles 
of those who believed the message through baptism (Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 8:26-40, 
10:34-48), thus gaining a new identity (Gal. 2:20) and becoming partners with Christ 
(Heb. 3:14) in the project of making all things new (Rev. 21:5), which will be fulfilled at 
the Lord’s triumphant return (Rev. 22:12-14). 
McKnight concurs with this summary of the gospel message, describing the 
characteristics of what he calls a “robust gospel”: (1) rootedness in the biblical story of 
Jesus, Israel’s Messiah; (2) the experience of personal encounter with God through 
Christ; (3) the reality of sin causing a broken relationship with God, self, others, and the 
creation; (4) the promise of “a new society and a new creation”; (5) a solution that 
includes not only the cross for our sin, but Jesus’ life, resurrection, and Pentecostal Spirit 
for a transformed life now; (6) a response of not just belief but trust and obedience; (7) 
“Spirit-empowerment for new living”; and (8) induction into the church, a community 
under the lordship of Christ that calls all people to surrender to God’s peaceable reign ("8 
Marks" 38-39).  
N. T. Wright offers a complementary vision of the gospel, the good news that 
something has happened in Jesus for which the world is a different place: 
The good news is that the one true God has now taken charge of the world, in and 
through Jesus and his death and resurrection. … The ancient sickness that had 
crippled the whole world, and humans with it, has been cured at last, so that new 
life can rise up in its place. Life has come to life and is pouring out like a mighty 
river into the world, in the form of a new power, the power of love. The good 
news was, and is, that all this has happened in and through Jesus; that one day it 
will happen, completely and utterly, to all creation; and that we humans, every 
single one of us, whoever we are, can be caught up in that transformation here 
and now. That is the Christian gospel. (Simply Good News 55, emphasis in 
original) 
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What Is Conversion? 
If the gospel is the robust, world-changing good news that God’s reign has come 
in and through Jesus Christ, and all of humanity is invited to be part of it, what then is 
conversion? Gordon Smith provides an extensive outline of the various models of 
conversion in the New Testament. He argues that it is not helpful to construct a biblical 
theology of conversion based on word study, but better to ask New Testament texts the 
question, “What does it mean to become a Christian?” (107-108). The Synoptic Gospels 
answer that question by saying, by becoming a disciple or follower of Jesus (108). Acts 
highlights the communal nature of conversion, joining a fellowship of believers through 
repentance, faith, baptism, and the gift of the Holy Spirit (114-116). Paul describes 
conversion as identification with Christ through obedient faith in him and incorporation 
into the family of God (116-120). The Gospel of John describes being a Christian as 
belief in Jesus and a new birth by the Holy Spirit (120-124). In summary, G. Smith 
delineates seven distinct yet inseparable elements of conversion in the New Testament: 
(1) encounter with Jesus Christ that leads to belief in him, (2) repentance, (3) trust, (4) 
transfer of allegiance, (5) baptism, (6) reception of gift of Holy Spirit, and (7) 
incorporation into the life of the church (125).  
More succinctly, McKnight describes conversion as an encounter with Jesus that 
leads to repentance and a life of following him by joining his community of love, peace 
and righteousness, the church (Turning to Jesus 44). Both G. Smith (17-19) and 
McKnight (172) argue for an understanding of conversion as a highly variable process, 
instead of making Paul’s sudden change normative for all conversion experiences. 
Instead, they emphasize that the New Testament describes a range of conversion 
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experiences, sometimes sudden, other times gradual, as people encounter Jesus and 
realign their lives around his kingdom by joining his people.  
What Is Discipleship? 
If the gospel is the good news of a new creation made possible in the present and 
fulfilled in the future through the events of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, and conversion is the process by which persons encounter Jesus and turn in 
repentance and trust to join this community of new creation, the church, what then is 
discipleship? Bonhoeffer states emphatically, “Discipleship is commitment to Christ. 
Because Christ exists, he must be followed” (59). Such following, argues Mike Breen 
based on Luke 6:12-19, is characterized by three core practices modeled by Jesus in the 
context of the three key relationships: prayer, to cultivate the upward relationship with 
God, enabling disciples to know and do God’s will; community, the inward relationship 
with other disciples where they practice life in the kingdom of God; and mission, the 
outward relationship toward a world in need, proclaiming and demonstrating the life of 
God’s kingdom, and inviting others to embrace that life (67-70).  
Donald Kraybill concurs with this emphasis on discipleship as a set of 
relationships in a new way of life under the reign of God: “The kingdom of God is a 
collectivity—a network of persons who have yielded their hearts and relationships to the 
reign of God. The kingdom is actualized when God rules in hearts and social 
relationships” (19). In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus paints a portrait of kingdom life 
characterized by both personal and social practices that run counter to the values system 
of the world. Such practices include reconciliation, sexual and marital fidelity, truth-
telling, non-retaliation, love of enemies, giving, prayer, and fasting (Matt. 5-6). It is this 
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countercultural way of life Jesus’ followers are to model and teach as they “make 
disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19).  
In the New Testament, this life of following Jesus was carried on by the church 
after Pentecost. Lee Camp explains, “As Jesus called disciples in the Gospel accounts, so 
Acts records Jesus continuing to call disciples through the Holy Spirit in the gathered 
church” (105). Acts describes the life and habits of this gathered church as including 
baptism, teaching, fellowship, communion, prayer, signs and wonders, sharing 
possessions, worship, and evangelism (Acts 2:41-47).  
Though Paul does not employ the language of “discipleship” in his letters, he does 
talk about Christ living in him (Gal. 2:20) and his being “in Christ,” which is a sign of the 
new creation breaking into the old order (2 Cor. 5:17). Being in Christ is both personal 
and corporate, involving transformation “by the renewing of your minds” (Rom. 12:2) 
and incorporation into the body of Christ (Rom. 12:4-5), the “community of those under 
the lordship of Christ, who continue the work and ministry of Jesus” (Camp 106). In this 
body, the Holy Spirit apportions to each member gifts “for the common good” (1 Cor. 
12:7), and produces fruit resembling the character of Christ as together they learn to “live 
by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23, 25). Yet because this community’s performance of the life of 
God’s kingdom will be far from perfect, it also needs to practice forbearance, 
forgiveness, gratitude, and mutual accountability (Col. 3:13-16).  
In sum, New Testament discipleship is heeding the call to follow Jesus by joining 
the community of people surrendered to his lordship, cultivating the relationships and 
practices that allow God’s kingdom life to be displayed in and through the church, and, 
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however imperfectly, continuing the ministry of Jesus in the world with the guidance and 
power of the Holy Spirit.  
Biblical Perspectives on Young Adulthood 
The specific question of strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults is 
not addressed in the Scriptures, but there are a number of themes relevant to the purpose 
of this research project. Etymologically, youth is conveyed in the Old Testament by the 
Hebrew terms naʿar/naʿărâ (young man, young woman), which generally means 
childhood up until marriage (Hamilton 124-126), as well as bāḥûr (young man) and 
betûlâ (adolescent girl), typically unmarried members of their parents’ household 
(Walton, “רוּח ָּב”; Walton, “ה ָּלוּת ְּב”). In the New Testament, the primary Greek terms are 
neanias/neaniskos (both meaning young man or servant), parthenos (meaning “female of 
marriageable age”), and neos/neotēs (young/youth), used in contrast with presbyteros 
(old/elder), which could indicate both advanced age and an official leadership role (Bauer 
667, 777, 669, 862).  
Despite the implication that the Bible does not associate youth with leadership, 
both the Old and New Testaments envision young people as potential and actual leaders. 
Contrary to the custom of the time, God chose Jacob to be leader of his people rather than 
Esau, his older brother (Gen. 25:23). Joseph, too, the second youngest of Jacob’s twelve 
sons, rises to prominence at the age of thirty, not just in his family but in the Egyptian 
government (Gen. 41:46). Joshua becomes Moses’ assistant at a young age (Ex. 24:13, 
33:11), and eventually takes Moses’ place as the leader of Israel (Deut. 34:9). God calls 
Samuel to be a prophet while he is still a boy, or naʿar (1 Sam. 3:1). Both Saul and David 
are young when they are chosen to rule over Israel (1 Sam. 9:2, 1 Sam. 16:11-13), and 
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Jehoash and Josiah are exceptionally young kings of Judah (2 Kings. 11:21, 22:1). God 
appoints Jeremiah a “prophet to the nations” when he is “only a boy” (naʿar) (Jer. 1:5-6). 
Joel foresees a day when Israel’s “daughters shall prophesy” and “young men shall see 
visions,” when God pours out his Spirit “on all flesh” (2:28). Later, during the exile, 
young Daniel and his friends resist assimilation into Babylon’s idolatrous culture (Dan. 
1:8, 3:16-18). In addition, Esther, as a “fair and beautiful” young woman (naʿărâ) 
becomes the queen of Persia and rescues the Jews from destruction (2:7, 8:3-8). In the 
New Testament, the angel Gabriel appears to Mary when she is still a “virgin” 
(parthenos), and she accepts God’s call to bear Jesus, “the Son of God” (Luke 1:26-38). 
Jesus himself is only thirty when he begins his ministry (Luke 3:23), yet it is quite 
possible that at least some of his disciples were much younger, as is indicated by his use 
of terms like “little ones” and “children” to refer to them (Matt. 10:42; John 21:5; see 
also Cary and Cary). Finally, Paul charges Timothy, his partner in ministry (Acts 16:3, 
18:5, 20:4; Rom. 16:21), emissary (Acts 19:22; 1 Cor. 4:17), and co-sender of several 
New Testament letters (2 Cor. 1:1, Phil. 1:1, Col. 1:1, 1 Thess. 1:1, 2 Thess. 1:1) with this 
well-known statement in his work of establishing doctrine and leadership in the church at 
Ephesus: “Let no one despise your youth (neotētos), but set the believers an example in 
speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim. 4:12). Young leaders in Scripture 
demonstrate surprising receptivity to God’s call and the courage to take on tasks that the 
surrounding culture does not expect them capable of carrying out. 
While the Bible celebrates these leadership qualities in young people, it also 
recognizes their need for instruction and training. Mentoring is a key feature for several 
of the young leaders mentioned above. Moses gives Joshua responsibility in battle (Ex. 
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17:9), invites him to join him in the presence of God (Ex. 24:13, 33:11), and sends him to 
spy out the promised land (Num. 13:16), before eventually appointing him as his 
successor (Num. 27:12-23). Jehoash is credited with doing “what was right in the sight of 
the LORD all his days, because the priest Jehoiada instructed him” (2 Kings 12:2). Esther 
is challenged by her older cousin, Mordecai, to see her rise to the throne as part of the 
divine plan to rescue her fellow Jews (4:13-14). Mary finds encouragement regarding her 
scandalous pregnancy when she visits her older relative, Elizabeth (Luke 1:39-45). 
Finally, as already mentioned, Timothy grows under the careful tutelage of Paul, through 
whose hands Timothy receives “the gift of God” for his own leadership call (2 Tim. 1:6).  
In addition to mentoring, intentionally raising young people in God’s ways is also 
a common theme throughout Scripture. In fact, Brueggemann describes such instruction 
of children as a kind of evangelism, “an ongoing conversation, whereby the child-en-
route-to-adult begins, a little at a time at one’s own pace, to affirm and claim the ‘news’ 
which defines the community” (Biblical Perspectives 94). The Old Testament describes 
the priests as having the responsibility to teach Israel the law (Lev. 10:11) so that all 
people – men, women, foreigners, and especially children – “may hear and learn to fear 
the LORD your God” (Deut. 31:9-13; cf. Neh. 8:1-12). Parents, too, have a unique role in 
passing on the stories and commands of God to their children, both through word and 
ritual. They are to commend the words of God to their children through memorization, 
conversation about them in the daily rhythms of life, physical reminders carried on the 
body and posted in the home, and the ability to respond to their children’s questions 
about the law with a basic retelling of the exodus story (Deut. 6:6-9, 20-25). And they are 
to be prepared to explain the rituals of God, such as Passover or the redemption of the 
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firstborn, when their children ask about their meaning (Ex. 12:26, 13:14). Young people, 
however, must also be proactive to “keep their way pure” by “guarding it according to 
[the LORD’s] word” (Ps. 119:9). Solomon warns young people not to “reject [their] 
mother’s teaching” but make their ears “attentive to wisdom,” to “seek it like silver,” so 
that they will “find the knowledge of God,” which brings “length of days and years of life 
and abundant welfare” (Prov. 1:8, 2:2-5, 3:2).  
In the New Testament, instruction in God’s ways is the task of the apostles (Acts 
2:42), those specially gifted for teaching (Rom. 12:7; Eph. 4:11), locally appointed 
leaders (1 Tim. 3:2), and ultimately the Holy Spirit (John 16:13). Again, parents have a 
responsibility to bring up their children “in the discipline and instruction of the Lord,” 
though they are warned not to “provoke [them] to anger” (Eph. 6:4). And all believers, 
too, including young people, play a role in maintaining the integrity of Christian teaching 
as they “test everything” and “hold fast to what is good” but “abstain from every form of 
evil” (1 Thes. 5:21). In other words, the Scriptures clearly charge appointed teachers and 
parents with bringing their children up in God’s ways, but they also expect young people 
to own the stories and teachings of faith in a personal way and take responsibility for 
living them out. 
Evangelism and Discipleship in Contemporary Context 
In addition to the foregoing discussion of Old and New Testament perspectives on 
evangelism, discipleship, and young adulthood, it is important to explore contemporary 
theological insights on these topics. This section includes a review of contemporary 
trends in missiology and multiple perspectives on evangelism and discipleship, with 
particular attention to the contributions of Anabaptist thinkers and practitioners.  
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Cultural Shifts and Trends 
 A sketch of the shifts taking place in contemporary culture is helpful for 
understanding the dynamics under which churches are engaging in ministry with young 
adults. A number of missiologists have attempted to outline these cultural shifts and 
trends. Timothy Tennent names seven “megatrends” including the collapse of 
Christendom, the rise of postmodernism, the collapse of Western-centric models of 
mission, the changing face of global Christianity, the emergence of charismatic 
Christianity, globalization, and a deeper ecumenism across traditional denominational 
identities (15-51). Alan Roxburgh echoes Tennent’s list by mentioning globalization and 
postmodernism, but he adds pluralism, rapid technological change, staggering global 
needs, loss of confidence in institutions, and a return to romanticism, by which he means 
idealizing some vision of the past and projecting it as the answer to the challenges of the 
current context (89-111). Adeney notes similar contemporary shifts with particular 
attention to the challenges they represent to the practice of evangelism, such as the 
competitive marketplace of religious pluralism, the loss of confidence in truth due to 
relativism, bifurcated visions of mission stemming from the fundamentalist/modernist 
controversies, postcolonial critiques of mission, and the mishandling of evangelism by 
unscrupulous swindlers (55-66).  
Contemporary Anabaptist Theologies of Evangelism 
Given the Anabaptist-Mennonite context of the research project, a review of 
prominent Anabaptist theologies of evangelism is in order. John Howard Yoder is 
perhaps the most well-known Anabaptist theologian, though his legacy is marred by 
significant moral failure. Even so, his thinking on evangelism likely informs the backdrop 
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of many contemporary Anabaptists. Salient features of Yoder’s theology of evangelism 
include the following: (1) Church as Witness: In the New Testament, the church was not 
just a vehicle for the message but integral to the message itself (89) and its lifestyle was 
its witness (118). In Yoder’s words, “The being of the church is the salvation story as 
well as being the instrument, the object lesson and the deposit” (126). (2) Gospel as Fact: 
The church’s focus should be presenting the good news of Jesus as a fact demanding a 
response – “the objectivity and sovereignty of the kingdom” inviting persons to “subject 
their minds to the lordship of Christ” – rather than attempting to persuade people based 
on the personal benefits of appropriating that fact (109-110). (3) Orientation toward 
Outsiders: “The very work of the church requires awareness of those outside the church, 
for their involvement in the church is part of its purpose.” (111). (4) Sent Community: 
Making disciples is not to be the task of a few who are specially sent out, but of the 
whole church as it goes about in the world (113-114). 
Another prominent Anabaptist theologian is Thomas Finger, who has constructed 
a contemporary Anabaptist approach to evangelism, building on the writings of early 16
th
 
century Anabaptists, while contextualizing them to the current era (272-274). The general 
features of evangelism that Finger outlines include (1) the communal display of the 
gospel to those outside the new creation community; (2) various forms of communicating 
the gospel, such as Spirit-energized speech, friendship, service, and the ordinary lives of 
Christians; (3) a call to repentance that results in “personal faith in and surrender to the 
risen Christ”; (4) integration into the new creation community and its life of discipleship; 
(5) a rejection of life patterns opposed to the way of Christ; (6) appropriate 
contextualization of the gospel into the cultural patterns through which people apprehend 
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reality; (7) an understanding of salvation as the gift of Jesus Christ received through faith 
that results in a participation in the divine life, not just forgiveness, a ticket to heaven, or 
behavioral obedience; and (8) the need for the ongoing conversion of new believers, 
without which the church ceases to be the church.  
Finger highlights that the universal claims of Christian evangelism have been 
challenged by the reality of religious pluralism, prompting Christian responses ranging 
from exclusivism, to inclusivism (in modest and strong forms), to pluralism (275-280). 
Finger’s own response is summarized as follows. (1) Some basic agreement on common 
values in a diverse, globalized world, is worth seeking through open dialogue, even if that 
agreement will inevitably fall short of the new creation ideal. It assumes the inherent 
rights and dignity of all participants and that universal truth can be sought, even if only 
partially, through conversations among such persons. (2) The biblical data seem to affirm 
a modest inclusivism that posits some generalized knowledge of God and God’s ways in 
all cultures, and even the possibility of salvation for persons outside of explicit 
knowledge of Christ, similar to persons in the Old Testament, though such salvation is 
ontologically achieved through Christ alone. (3) Those involved in Christian mission 
should look for and expect to find signs of God’s work among non-Christian people. 
Evangelism is a communal endeavor in specific contexts that includes openness to 
learning from non-Christians, even as it faithfully presents the gospel. Announcing the 
lordship of Jesus should undercut imperialism because his lordship was one of 
servanthood. It frees cultures from captivity to rival lords so they can be what they were 
meant to be, and it calls people to seek the peace and justice exemplified by and achieved 
through the cross of Christ. (4) Authentic Christian evangelism will call people to turn 
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from other allegiances to the lordship of Jesus Christ, thereby undercutting the 
domination inherent in those false gods. Yet it will do so in a way that engages with and 
respects local cultures and expects to learn from what God is already doing in their midst 
(Finger 280-289).  
Practical Theologies of Evangelism 
Practical theologies of evangelism also inform this project, and the perspectives of 
leading Anabaptist voices and others will be briefly surveyed. One such work, written at 
a time when the prevailing mode of evangelism was confrontational, is Arthur McPhee’s 
Friendship Evangelism. McPhee builds on an understanding of gospel as good news 
about the freedom available to people “though Jesus’ victory over sin and death” (21). He 
then critiques modes of evangelism that are harsh or threatening because they “make the 
gospel sound like bad news” (22). He warns against simply inviting people to church, and 
instead commends a caring yet courageous witness that enters “the middle of the 
tensions, the alienation, the aches, and all the rest of society’s ills, for it is just there that 
the reconciling presence of Christians is needed most of all” (33). McPhee also holds 
together evangelism and discipleship in the biblical term, “making disciples,” which 
means an invitation to a relationship of obedience to Jesus (35). The most natural means 
of engaging the disciple-making task is not a method but friendship, the communal task 
of meeting non-Christians where they are, building authentic relationships, and sharing 
the love and message of Christ (44-49). McPhee emphasizes that friendship as a means of 
evangelism ought to be truly genuine, resisting the temptation to view persons as objects 
(51), while at the same time not minimizing the demands of the gospel (52-53). Most 
centrally, friendship evangelism is motivated by God’s love for all (55), a quality 
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Christians must demonstrate in their love for one another (62) and their patient love for 
non-Christians, regardless of the their response to the gospel (110). 
James Krabill offers another practical Anabaptist approach to evangelism. 
Grounded in an understanding of salvation as holistic shalom through Jesus Christ, 
Krabill argues that the church should make three moves as it attempts to model and share 
the gospel of Jesus Christ authentically (44-72, 115-117). First, given the church’s many 
failures to live up to its call to model God’s peaceable reign, Christians must begin with 
honestly confessing their shortcomings, and working to make things right when possible. 
Second, instead of sharing the gospel in the form of a monologue, Christians should learn 
the art of conversation, which requires “two partners in dialogue … who bring their own 
life experiences to the table, expecting to learn and contribute mutually in the process” 
(116). Third, evangelism that is consistent with the gospel will not coerce people into 
embracing the message but will commend “the Prince of Peace by whom [the church] 
lives and for whom [the church] is prepared to die” (117).  
Beyond the Anabaptist tradition, Brad Kallenberg attempts to frame evangelism 
“in a postmodern key” (13). He argues that evangelism is necessarily communal: “It is 
the pattern of the believing community’s relationships that embodies the story of Jesus in 
concrete terms that outsiders can comprehend” (50). In addition, outsiders become open 
to joining a new community when their own plausibility structure is challenged through 
desperation, curiosity, or friendship with insiders (61). Evangelism happens as outsiders 
engage the language of the Christian community in conversation with insiders (64). 
Conversion takes place over time as outsiders gain fluency in the gospel through being 
immersed in Christian community and its hands-on process of catechesis (89). He argues 
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that evangelists should invite others to come and see firsthand what Christian community 
is like, then be patient as converts acquire the language of the Christian community, 
seeing themselves as language teachers helping others become fluent in speaking 
“Christian.” (p. 118-119).  
Another approach more attuned to postmodern sensibilities is demonstrated by 
Randy Newman, who focuses on evangelism as the art of asking good questions, 
commending a more dialogical, less confrontational approach (16-17). Newman notes 
that Jesus often answered questions with questions (27), and that asking questions brings 
the other person’s assumptions to the surface (29) and potentially opens the interlocutor 
to new ideas (30). He recommends avoiding arguments, recognizing insincerity, and 
showing genuine interest and kindness (42-49). In a culture increasingly hostile to 
Christianity, Christians may need to be more sensitive, thoughtful, and indirect in their 
witness (53), though not afraid to ask probing questions that challenge assumptions (54-
71). Newman also accents the importance of being ready to listen attentively and respond 
wisely to the common questions non-Christians are asking regarding the exclusivity of 
gospel, the meaning of evil, the trustworthiness of Bible, homosexuality, the purpose of 
marriage, and the challenge of hypocrisy (75-207).  
Theologies of Conversion 
Additional works articulating a theology of conversion can inform the dynamics 
and processes young adults undergo when embracing faith in Christ. Writing sixty years 
ago, E. Stanley Jones described conversion as turning from the old life to find a new 
direction, acquiring the receptive spirit of a child, and entering the new sphere of life 
called the kingdom of God (40-42). At its core, conversion as self-surrender: “Conversion 
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is conversion from a self-centered person to a God-centered person” (52). The fruit of 
conversion is a new relationship with God, moving from estranged to adopted, a new 
relationship with oneself (self-acceptance), and new relationship with others, moving 
toward them in forgiveness and love (131-132). It leads to new impulses that include 
prayer, worship with others, and evangelism (140), brings God’s power into one’s life 
(146), provides a vision for life and work motivated by reverence for Christ (148-149).  
More recently and much more extensively, Gordon Smith has attempted to 
construct a theology of conversion that is both biblical and “congruent with our own 
experience” (10). He emphasizes that conversion is a divinely enabled human response to 
God’s saving work, and it includes believing in Jesus, following him, and being 
transformed into his image (16). He criticizes talk of being saved, arguing that salvation 
is past, present and future and has the goal of maturity in Christ (24-25). “The goal of 
conversion is that we are enabled to live under the kingdom reign of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the reign that ultimately frees us from the power of sin and transforms us into the 
image of Jesus” (27). Such transformation comes through conversion (turning fully to 
Christ), aspiration (desiring to be mature in Christ), and intention (making an effort to be 
formed like Christ) (27), and is both eschatological (only complete in the kingdom to 
come) and comprehensive, involving all of life (not just afterlife) and the whole person 
(not just the salvation of souls) (28). Gordon Smith then outlines three types of 
conversion: from non-Christian to Christian, from nominal Christian to authentic 
Christian, and from childhood Christian upbringing to adult decision to be Christian (33). 
Conversion necessarily involves incorporation into the church (34) the context in which 
conversion by the Holy Spirit is possible, as well as growth toward Christian maturity 
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(35). He also cites the importance of seeing conversion as learning a language, which is 
necessarily mediated by a community fluent in speaking it: “One learns of the person and 
work of Christ in the context of the worship of Christ and a community that is seeking to 
live in the service of Christ” (41-42). He recommends that Christians develop a spiritual 
autobiography (testimony) for describing and authenticating their experience, placing it 
in the larger context of God’s story, and having a reference point for future 
transformation (43). After surveying the biblical witness (summarized earlier in this 
literature review), Gordon Smith synthesizes seven elements of a “good conversion” 
(138-141): (1) belief in Jesus, (2) repentance, (3) trust and assurance of forgiveness, (4) 
commitment to living in obedience, (5) water baptism, (6) reception of gift of Holy Spirit, 
and (7) incorporation into Christian community.  
One additional perspective that frames conversion in a postmodern context is 
from Don Everts and Doug Schaupp, who draw on their extensive work with university 
students. Rather than focus exclusively on the point at which a person moves from non-
faith to faith, Everts and Schaupp describe postmodern conversion as taking place over 
five thresholds: (1) from distrust to trust, (2) from complacent to curious, (3) from being 
closed to change to being open to change in their life, (4) from meandering to seeking, 
and finally (5) crossing the threshold into the kingdom (23-24).  
Discipleship Practices 
A growing body of literature describes discipleship in terms of the heart 
dispositions shaped through embodied practices (Willard; J. K. A. Smith) rather than 
merely the acquisition of doctrinal information. Several practices relevant to this study 
will be briefly surveyed, including worship, spiritual disciplines, and hospitality.  
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Worship 
Robert Webber has helped contemporary churches recapture an appreciation for 
ancient modes of worship that are formational rather than informational. Such worship 
includes word and ritual: “The word communicates to the verbal and cognitive side of the 
person, whereas the symbol or ritual communicates to the emotive side of the person” 
(49). In additional, worship as formation is relational: “Worship is relationship in motion. 
Worship is a dialogue between divine action and human response. It rehearses a 
relationship between God and man as it is done” (63). Finally, worship reorients people 
to an alternative story of reality: “When worship is rightly done and rightly understood by 
the people worshiping, they become immersed in the gospel through participation” (64).  
Worship can also be a means of attracting and converting outsiders, but care must 
be taken, as several writers have pointed out. In order for worship to foster robust rather 
than shallow Christian faith, Marva Dawn suggests six key ways of “reaching out without 
dumbing down” (Dawn 279-296). First, it is important for the church to give people what 
they truly need to love God and neighbor well, not just want they think they want. This 
means not giving in to the temptation to entertain worshipers, trivialize Christian truths, 
or uncritically reject historic Christian liturgy. Second, Dawn argues that worship should 
be aware of and counter the idolatries of North American culture, including money, 
power, efficiency, immediacy, control, fame, and the like. “The only means for keeping 
worship free of idolatries is to keep God the subject” (285). Third, worship must be 
subversive as it pays attention to felt needs, offering more than what people think they 
need in order to reach the deeper need underneath. “If worship only attracts and does not 
disturb or quicken,” writes Dawn, “it will leave visitors and regular participants 
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unchanged” (287). At the same time, being subversive in worship does not mean utilizing 
forms that are unattractive. Fourth, churches should aim for a lasting rather than fleeting 
form of attraction, which is accomplished through genuine encounters with God, growth 
in character, and the building of community. Fifth, church is attractive when it has an 
impact on society. Worshipers must realize their encounters with God and each other are 
not merely for their own benefit, but in order to be equipped to participate in the mission 
of God. Finally, Dawn posits that passion for the gospel and passion for people are what 
propel God’s people in mission. Such passion is rooted in the conviction that Jesus really 
is good news for the world.  
Stanley Hauerwas sees the genuine transformation of Christians through worship 
as the primary means by which others are drawn to Christ: "The way the church 'wins 
converts' ... is by making us faithful worshipers of the God who alone is worthy of 
worship" (207). Attempting to make worship comfortable to outsiders risks denying them 
the opportunity to worship the true God revealed in Christ and thereby encounter the 
gospel. As Hauerwas puts it provocatively, "The difficulty with worship intentionally 
shaped to entertain those who are 'new' is not that it is entertaining but that the god that is 
entertained in such worship cannot be the Trinity" (212). Worship converts people in that 
it reminds them that only God can free people from sin (213). A countercultural church 
that truly worships God will attract followers because the God it worships is to 
"beautifully compelling." (214).  
Alan Kreider and Eleanor Kreider clarify that worship should be comprehensible 
to outsiders, but not aimed at them. The purpose of worship is to glorify God and edify 
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believers. (221). Worship welcomes outsiders by explaining what's happening, avoiding 
insider language, and preaching an invitational gospel to all (246).  
Spiritual Disciplines 
 A classic approach to the topic of spiritual disciplines is exemplified by Richard 
Foster’s Celebration of Discipline. Foster emphasizes that the inner transformation 
desired through spiritual disciplines is not achieved through willpower or determination. 
“By themselves the Spiritual Disciplines can do nothing; they can only get us to the place 
where something can be done. They are God’s means of grace” (7). He organizes these 
means of grace into three spheres, inward (meditation, prayer, fasting, study), outward 
(simplicity, solitude, submission, service), and corporate (confession, worship, guidance, 
celebration).  
 A different approach is seen in recent work by David Fitch. He adopts a 
communal understanding of discipline as practices that shape the church into Christ’s 
living presence in the world. These practices include “the Lord’s Table, reconciliation, 
proclaiming the gospel, being with ‘the least of these,’ being with children, the fivefold 
ministry, and kingdom prayer” (loc. 416), and are intended to “gather people together 
into a circle of submission to [God’s] reign” (loc. 454). In addition, Fitch frames these as 
practices that occur in three spaces: the close circle of committed followers of Jesus, the 
dotted circle of Christian community that intentionally welcomes neighbors, and the half 
circle where Christians enter the world as guests (loc. 499-510). Thus, these communal 
disciplines not only transform followers of Jesus, but engage the world missionally with 
Christ’s embodied presence.   
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Hospitality 
Hospitality also stands at the border of church and world as a Christian practice 
that shapes followers of Jesus and allows them to encounter a world in need of God’s 
transforming grace. Christine Pohl grounds her study of hospitality in the nature of God’s 
gracious welcome to humanity, experienced in the gathered community of faith: “More 
than anywhere else, when we gather as church our practice of hospitality should reflect 
God’s gracious welcome. God is host, and we are all guests of God’s grace” (157). 
Hospitality is also a discipline that Christian households can offer to friends and 
strangers: “Families shaped by deep Christian faith and strong love for one another can 
offer an extraordinary gift in welcoming others into their homes” (155). Pohl offers 
practical advice for households and churches wanting to extend hospitality to strangers, 
including offering food and drink, “giving someone our full attention,” orienting guests to 
an unfamiliar space or liturgical practice, greeting guests at the door, learning people’s 
names, and making introductions (178, 181).  
Ervin Stutzman describes practices that can help Christians practice hospitality as 
both the scattered and gathered body of Christ. First, he emphasizes an incarnational 
witness. “Unchurched persons are best reached by the strategy taught, lived, and 
commanded by Jesus—penetrating their world” (44). To engage in sharing God’s 
welcome with neighbors, coworkers, and friends, followers of Jesus must create space in 
their lives. “When the people in your church are too busy with church activities, they will 
have little time to develop new friendships” (69). In the gathered life of the church, it is 
important to avoid cliquish behavior. “When newcomers visit a close-knit group, they’re 
likely to see the group’s intimacy as a ‘No Vacancy’ sign” (71). Clear signage, marked 
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entrances, a well-tended building, adequate seating, decent parking, welcoming 
volunteers, childcare, and accommodations for persons with physical impairments are all 
ways to demonstrate welcome to newcomers (78-87). Even more important is the 
authenticity of the congregation’s worship. “New people can sense the strength of 
spiritual substance in a church during the worship hour” (90). In addition, 
comprehensibility is important. “A church that wants to grow must use words readily 
understood by newcomers” (93).  
Summary of Biblical and Theological Perspectives on Evangelism and Discipleship 
 To summarize, biblical writers and many contemporary theologians recognize the 
inseparable link between evangelism and discipleship, the purpose of which is to initiate 
people into God’s peaceable kingdom of well-being, blessing, and restored relationships. 
The Old Testament recounts God’s plan to form an exemplary people through the nation 
of Israel, whose lifestyle and worship would announce God’s intentions of salvation, 
blessing, and peace for “all the families of the earth” (Gen. 12:3). In the New Testament, 
Jesus of Nazareth, God’s Son and Israel’s long-awaited Messiah, assumes this vocation, 
announcing the good news that in him the kingdom of God has finally come near (Mark 
1:15). Jesus enacts the good news of God’s reign through his life, teachings, ministry, 
death, resurrection, and ascension, thus inviting everyone (but not coercing anyone) to 
embrace God’s gracious rule through repentance and faith. Conversion is a process, 
sometimes immediate and sometimes extended, that involves both saying no to sin and all 
other competing allegiances and saying yes to Jesus’s lordship through a new birth of 
Spirit and water baptism and a new way of life in the household of God. Belonging to 
God’s people bestows a new, countercultural identity of being in Christ (Gal. 2:19-20). 
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That identity is lived out in communal discipleship, a Spirit-empowered and Spirit-
directed life of walking in obedience to God’s ways. It involves learning Christian habits 
and language through the practices of worship, spiritual disciplines, and a posture of 
hospitality toward the world in need of God’s redemption. The church not only gathers to 
be formed into a faithful outpost of God’s kingdom, but also is sent out into the world to 
proclaim and embody the gospel of Jesus Christ. Yet it does so with open-handed 
humility, recognizing and even learning from God’s activity and presence among people 
of other cultures and religions. It incorporates people from every age and ethnicity, across 
lines of gender and geography, pointing to the universal reign of God in the new creation, 
which will one day come in its fullness at Christ’s return (Rev. 21:1-5).        
The Religious Lives of Emerging Adults 
This review now narrows its focus to the primary population in view in this study, 
emerging adults. It will define terms, describe general characteristics, and then turn to the 
emerging adult engagement in religious activities and communities.   
The Concept and Characteristics of Emerging Adulthood 
First, the concept of emerging adulthood will be defined. Then the characteristics 
of this life stage will be explored from the perspectives of various scholars.  
Definition 
Jeffrey Arnett is credited with coining the term “emerging adulthood” to describe 
“a new conception of development for the period from the late teens through the twenties, 
with a focus on ages 18-25” (“Emerging Adulthood” 469, emphasis in original). He later 
expanded the range from 18-29, and offered this general definition:  
Emerging adulthood is defined primarily by its demographic outline. Longer and 
more widespread education, later entry to marriage and parenthood, and a 
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prolonged and erratic transition to stable work have opened up a space for a new 
life stage in between adolescence and young adulthood, and “emerging 
adulthood” is what I have proposed to call that life stage. (Emerging Adulthood 7) 
Arnett acknowledges that this life stage is not a universal phenomenon but is instead 
limited to cultures in which young people experience a significant gap between the 
completion of secondary education and the assumption of adult roles and responsibilities 
(Emerging Adulthood 24-26).  
Primary Characteristics 
 In his book, Emerging Adulthood, Arnett names five primary characteristics 
shared by emerging adults: identity exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling in-
between, and possibilities/optimism (8). Identity exploration refers to “a time when 
young people explore the available options for their lives in a variety of areas, especially 
love and work” (8). Instability results from that process of identity exploration, as 
emerging adults make life plans, then have to change them based on shifting interests and 
circumstances (11). Self-focus is the next characteristic, arising from their need to “learn 
to stand alone as a self-sufficient person” (14). A feeling of being in-between grows out 
of the transition from the “restrictions of adolescence” to “the responsibilities of 
adulthood,” a process that does not happen overnight (14). Finally, emerging adults have 
optimism about the many possibilities before them, “in part because few of their dreams 
have been tested in the fires of real life” (15).  
 Christian Smith and Patricia Snell expand on Arnett’s list based on data from 230 
interviews with emerging adults between the ages of 18-23 (33-74). A key feature of this 
life stage is transition, particularly in jobs and living situations, which when combined 
with the search for independence, can result in a feeling of being overwhelmed and a 
situation of significant financial distress. Even so, many emerging adults remain 
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optimistic about their personal future. Despite having been chastened by hardship, many 
express no regret over the addictions, broken relationships, or failures they have 
experienced, and most enjoy improved parental relationships. Their view of reality is 
subjective, and their moral judgments are intuitive and situational, focused on doing no 
harm, respecting diversity, and honoring the right of individuals to be their own authority. 
Not surprisingly, they tend to be open-minded, cultural relativists. Many lack a clear 
sense of purpose, but they see the value of completing their education and getting a good 
job. Drug use is not uncommon in this experimental stage of life, and many have 
ambiguous relationships that include hooking up, breaking up, and cohabitation. They 
hope to have fun while managing risks and consuming the goods of a materialistic 
society. Helping others may be optional but pursuing the American dream and enjoying 
their freedoms are high priorities. Most hold low expectations for changing the world and 
stay focused on interpersonal relationships rather than the public square. Finally, as they 
stand at the threshold of adulthood, many experience occasional regressions to adolescent 
behavior.   
A final list of characteristics of this age group come from Ed Stetzer et al., who 
studied the “mindsets and value systems” of unchurched emerging adults, ages 20-29 
(67-68). First, community emerged as a high value; young adults long for friendships 
they can enjoy and count on. Second, depth is a value of emerging adults, who want to 
engage challenging questions and live lives of significance. The third value is 
responsibility, meaning many emerging adults desire to live socially responsible, 
respectful lives. The fourth and final value is connection, a hope for the chance to learn 
from others who have more experience.  
Kauffman 56 
 
Themes in the Religious Lives of Emerging Adults 
With the foregoing backdrop of the general characteristics of emerging adulthood, 
this section will now examine the topic of emerging adults and religion. It will begin with 
a general review of the characteristics of emerging adult religion, then proceed to 
describe the connections between the religious habits of emerging adults and personal 
well-being, family and peer relationships, higher education, and church engagement.   
Characteristics of Emerging Adult Religion 
Turning more specifically to the religious lives of emerging adults, Robert 
Wuthnow, who uses a more inclusive age range of 21-45, names the areas of life 
influencing the religious behavior of young adults as family, work, geography, marital 
status and children, and relational networks (xvi). In general, these influences are 
characterized by “uncertainty, diversity, fluidity, searching, tinkering” (xvi). He goes on 
to summarize his interpretation of the data he studied from multiple surveys and 
interviews with thousands of younger adults: 
The evidence from young adults points to a future in which some will be more 
committed than ever to rigid interpretations of faith traditions while others will 
not be involved in religion at all. The future that already exists among young 
adults is one of growing complexity, too, where it is possible not only for some 
people to be orthodox and others to be heterodox, but also for the same person to 
be both. Increasingly, young adults are taking their religious cues from a wide 
variety of sources, among which religious organizations continue to be important, 
but with input from science, philosophy, other religions, and the arts. Young 
adults are a divided generation, … even more divided than young adults were a 
generation ago. Above all, the religion and spirituality of young adults is a 
cultural bricolage, constructed improvisationally from the increasingly diverse 
materials at hand” (xvii).  
In other words, emerging adults customize religion to fit their increasingly variable life 
circumstances.  
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Building on the cultural characteristics of emerging adults they uncovered in their 
research with 230 emerging adults, Smith and Snell note multiple factors that tend to 
reduce emerging adult participation in religious life. The frequent transitions and 
disruptions inhibit consistent participation in religious institutions, as well as their 
competing priorities, identity differentiation from parents, postponed marriage and 
family, and desire to keep their options open. Their respect for diversity leads to a 
minimization of religious difference, and their self-reliance convinces many of them they 
have little need for religion. In the moral sphere, relativism and moral intuitionism lead 
them to believe religion is primarily about helping people be good, and they believe no 
one has a monopoly on morality. Another obstacle is their desire to embrace lifestyle 
choices frowned on by religion. However, two characteristics do sometime influence 
greater religious involvement: the need for recovery from substance abuse or stability in 
life can be source of motivation, as well as close relationship with parents who are highly 
religious (75-87).  
Smith and Snell also consider the degree to which Moralistic Therapeutic Deism 
(MTD) serves as the default religion of emerging adults. First developed as a concept 
based on Smith’s research with teenagers, MTD is a constellation of beliefs held by many 
young people, including the following: 
First, a God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life 
on earth. Second, God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as 
taught in the Bible and by most world religions. Third, the central goal of life is to 
be happy and to feel good about oneself. Fourth, God does not need to be 
particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a 
problem. Fifth, good people go to heaven when they die. (154) 
Broadly speaking, Smith and Snell did find MTD persisting in the religious beliefs of 
many emerging adults, but they also saw them express a greater variety of religious 
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conviction than they did as teenagers, either in the form of overt disbelief, spiritual 
openness, or clear orthodoxy (155). 
In his book, Emerging Adulthood, Arnett summarizes the beliefs and values of 
emerging adults using the research of others, like Smith and Snell, as well as his own 
interviews with emerging adults. He describes the importance of this life stage for value 
formation: “Few people enter emerging adulthood at age 18 with a well-established 
worldview, but few people leave their twenties without one…” (212). In terms of belief, 
emerging adults exhibit a wide range of convictions, from “atheism and agnosticism to 
devout traditional beliefs, and everything between” (212). Many prefer to think for 
themselves rather than simply inherit their parents’ faith, and levels of religious 
participation often drop dramatically, though as they become parents themselves, many 
venture back to religious communities (227). However, ethnic minorities tend to be more 
religious than whites. Arnett found interesting beliefs about the afterlife in his own study 
of emerging adults, with thirty-two percent disbelieving or being unsure about it, twenty-
eight percent believing in some kind of afterlife or reincarnation, and forty percent 
believing in heaven (but only twenty-five percent in hell) (229). In terms of values, 
Arnett agrees that emerging adults are often individualistic, but “their individualism is 
often leavened by collectivistic values of care and concern for others” (240).   
 Still others like Carolyn McNamara Barry and Mona Abo-Zena have provided a 
helpful overview of the prominent themes in the literature about emerging adulthood and 
religion (21-38). Developmentally, emerging adults are cognitively more capable of the 
abstract thought required for deeper religious reflection, sufficiently independent of 
parents to renegotiate childhood beliefs, and increasingly likely to be involved in sexual 
Kauffman 59 
 
relationships that challenge their religious convictions (23-24), though “highly religious 
emerging adults are more likely to abstain from premarital sex and, in turn, are more 
likely to marry at younger ages than are their less committed religious peers” (30). The 
relational networks of young adults include not only their families of origin, but other 
close relationships that can wield influence on their religious exploration (33). In their 
beliefs, the majority of young people tend to be moral relativists who adhere to an 
amalgam of semi-Judeo-Christian convictions that acknowledge a Creator, but see that 
being’s role as peripheral to one’s daily life, which is guided by generally accepted 
standards of right and wrong and a hope for the afterlife. Actual beliefs vary, however, 
depending on demographics and religious affiliation. Many emerging adults see religion 
as important in their lives, though the most prefer to identify themselves as “spiritual but 
not religious” (25). As noted already, religious practice declines during this stage of life, 
through a minority of young adults increase religious practice either through adopting a 
new religious identity (conversion) or absorbing practices from other religions 
(syncretism) (25-26). Highly religious young adults tend to exhibit more civic 
involvement and volunteerism (33).  
Religion and Well-Being 
Gina Magyar-Russell et al. summarize the research related to emerging adult 
well-being and religiosity. They find that in general, higher levels of religious adherence 
are associated with a reduction in risk behaviors such as substance abuse, antisocial 
behavior, and sexual promiscuity (42-43). Those who are more religious also tend to 
exhibit less depression and anxiety, an increased sense of well-being, more positive 
relationships with parents, and greater sensitivity toward socially vulnerable groups (43-
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44). Despite these positive indicators, research also suggests that more highly religious 
emerging adults may be less likely to use contraception when they do engage in sexual 
activity (44). Religion can also contribute to mental and emotional distress among 
emerging adults who question their religious faith and experience an insecure attachment 
with God (44-45). Furthermore, more highly religious emerging adults may show greater 
likelihood either to experience religiously motivated discrimination, or conversely, to 
hold discriminatory attitudes towards persons not belonging to the same religious 
tradition (45-47). Yet religion’s positive influence on emerging adults invites an 
explanation, and research points to both the relational and meaning-making functions of 
religious communities. As Magyar-Russell et al. explain, “religiousness and spirituality 
provide shelter—a communal dwelling place for emerging adults who might otherwise 
wander aimlessly in search of a place to rest their spirit” (48).  
Formal and informal religious communities are the primary context for the 
religious participation and development of emerging adults. William Whitney and 
Pamela Ebystyne King point out that while participation in religious services declines 
among emerging adults (though less so among African Americans), many still consider 
religion important in their lives (135). Among emerging adults who do regularly 
participate in religious activities, the greater the involvement, the higher the measures of 
generosity, volunteerism, purpose, and well-being, and the lower the levels of risky 
behavior (137-138). Whitney and King suggest that the positive outcomes of religious 
involvement among emerging adults are connected to the way religious communities 
encourage coherent ideological frameworks, provide meaningful social relationships, and 
point toward transcendent meaning beyond the self (142-146). 
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Influential Relationships 
Other research examines the influence of significant relationships on young adult 
religious behavior. Larry Nelson notes two complicating factors concerning the 
relationship between parents and their emerging adult children’s faith. First, the 
“spillover effect” from childhood religious formation is hard to distinguish from any 
ongoing influence parents may have on their adult children (60). Second, it is difficult to 
determine the varying levels of influence parental religious practice and general parental 
style play on emerging adult religiosity (60). Parents have direct influence on their 
children’s religious and spiritual lives both through the religious behaviors they model 
and the religious practices in which the whole family engages, whether formal 
(attendance at religious services) or informal (prayer or scripture study at home) (61). 
They also wield influence indirectly through connecting their children with peers and 
mentors in religious communities, enrolling them in religious schooling, and monitoring 
their children’s media exposure (62). Such direct and indirect influence likely wanes as 
children become adults, given the increased independence most emerging adults 
experience in relation to their parents (63-64). Parents also influence their children’s faith 
through their parenting style; in general, the more positive the style (accepting yet 
authoritative, warm, open in communication), the more likely children are to adopt their 
parents’ religious beliefs and practices (64-65). Positive parenting is also linked to higher 
levels of well-being in emerging adults, though the exact connection to their religiosity is 
still under-researched (65-66).  
 Peers also play a significant role in the religious beliefs and practices of emerging 
adults. Carolyn McNamara Barry and Jennifer Christofferson review the connections 
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between various peer relationships and emerging adult religious faith (76-92). Sibling 
relationships may provide an opportunity for modeling religious faith and providing 
support to emerging adults (79). Friendship tends to occur between emerging adults of 
similar religious beliefs, though not necessarily the same religious community (80). In 
addition, the higher religious involvement of one’s friends is linked to greater community 
service and fewer risky behaviors (82). Romantic relationships also play a role in 
reinforcing religious faith, as persons dating others of the same religion show higher 
levels of relational satisfaction, and marriages between spouses of the same religion have 
lower divorce rates than those between spouses of different religions (83-84). Higher 
levels of religious involvement also translate into lower involvement in “hooking up” 
with friends or acquaintances (85). Beyond close relationships, religious groups, such as 
Bible studies, organized for and especially by peers can influence the religious beliefs 
and practices of emerging adults, though relatively few emerging adults choose to be part 
of such groups (86).  
The Impact of Higher Education 
 Higher education also plays a role in the religious faith of emerging adults. Perry 
Glanzer et al. demonstrate how the growth of secular institutions of higher learning in the 
United States has gradually marginalized religion within the general curriculum, resulting 
in lower levels of religious literacy among emerging adults, and a greater focus on 
education as a means to wealth than as a path to developing a “meaningful life 
philosophy” (154-155). Even so, religion is returning to some academic circles as 
meaningful field of inquiry, and faith-based institutions provide a small but vibrant 
alternative to state institutions, often with significant impact on their students’ spiritual 
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lives (155, 158-161). Filling the gap in curricular religious education, at least at the level 
of religious practice if not religious knowledge, is the growth of co-curricular religious 
organizations, many of which provide a countercultural haven to students immersed in a 
secular education (156-157). As a whole, higher education does not seem to impact the 
religious involvement of emerging adults; graduates and non-graduates decline in 
religious participation at the same rate (162). The notable exception is among evangelical 
Protestants, whose religious practice increases (163). 
Attitudes toward the Church 
Some studies have looked more specifically at young adult attitudes toward the 
church and found them to be largely negative. David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons make 
the case that young adults see the church in North America as hypocritical, focused on 
conversion, anti-homosexual, sheltered, too political, and judgmental (27-30). In a later 
book, David Kinnaman and Aly Hawkins develop a comparable list of objections toward 
the church, this time by young Christians who are leaving the church: overprotective, 
shallow, anti-science, repressive, exclusive, and inhospitable to doubt (92-93). Other 
studies, however, have shown that unchurched young adults show greater openness to 
Christian faith than any other age group (Richardson, “Emerging Adults”). 
Church Attendance 
A number of studies argue that the church in North America is experiencing a 
decline in religious adherence and practice (Voas and Chaves; Pew, U.S. Public), 
particularly among the current generation of young adults (Wuthnow; Pew, Millennials; 
LifeWay Research). Young adults are described as either leaving the church in 
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unprecedented numbers, or never joining in the first place (Kinnaman and Hawkins; Pew, 
Religious Landscape).  
The apparent trend of waning emerging adult involvement in the church and its 
institutions is not the whole story, however. Other research points out that church 
attendance has remained remarkably steady since the 1970s, following a decline linked to 
the relaxation of attendance requirements in Catholic churches (Stark 8-10). Certainly 
some churches are losing adherents, but that decline is predominantly among the 
“moderately” religious; there is surprising durability and even growth among those 
belonging to “intense” (Schnabel and Bock) or theologically conservative congregations 
(Kelley; Stark 21; Haskell et al.). Furthermore, the dip in young adult attendance has 
been shown to be consistent from one generational cohort to the next, followed by a 
resurgence linked to marriage and childbearing (Stark 10-11).  
Summary of the Characteristics and Religious Lives of Emerging Adults 
To summarize, emerging adulthood is a transitional stage of development 
between the ages of 18-29, during which young people explore their identities and 
experiment with new relationships and new levels of freedom and responsibility. In 
addition to identity exploration, emerging adults are characterized by transition, self-
focus, feeling in-between, and an optimistic attitude toward their personal future. They 
tend to embrace cultural diversity and moral relativism and to pursue their own personal 
success and enjoyment rather than social causes, though many do profess a heightened 
sense of social responsibility. They also value relationships, both with peers and with 
older adults who can help them achieve their goals, and they aspire to lives of depth and 
significance.  
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With regard to religion, many emerging adults piece together their own tapestry 
of beliefs and practices (bricolage), even as their default convictions tend to mirror those 
of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. Their levels of religious practice tend to decrease in this 
period of life, even though many still claim religion is important to them, and many 
return to religious practice after getting married and having children. The decrease in 
religious participation is especially pronounced among “moderate” religious groups. 
Ethnic minorities and “intense” religious groups show higher levels of young adult 
participation. A variety of factors influence the religious beliefs and practices of 
emerging adults, including the influence of parents and peers and the temptation to 
experiment with sexual relationships not necessarily endorsed by their inherited religious 
tradition. Higher education does not seem to have a direct effect on religious practice, 
except in highly religious colleges, whose students also tend to be more religious. Those 
emerging adults who are more religious also demonstrate higher levels of well-being and 
civic engagement. Even so, many young adults view the church negatively, though the 
unchurched are surprisingly open to the gospel.   
Ministry among Emerging Adults 
A further narrowing of vision in this literature review will examine the relevant 
literature regarding ministry among emerging adults. First, studies describing the 
characteristics of young adults in Mennonite churches will be surveyed. Then, studies of 
churches effectively engaging emerging adults will be reviewed, laying the backdrop for 
this research project.  
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Young Adults in Mennonite Church USA 
Two studies shed light on the topic of young adults and Mennonite Church USA, 
the denominational context for this study. Each of those studies will be examined in turn. 
Road Signs for the Journey 
The broadest study of Mennonite Church USA demographics and characteristics 
in recent history was published by Kanagy over a decade ago in a profile of the church 
entitled, Road Signs for the Journey. In it, he found that the percentage of Mennonites 
between the ages of 18-45 had decreased from 54% in 1972 to 30% in 2006 (Kanagy, 
Road Signs 55). This percentage of Mennonite younger adults was lower than both 
mainline Protestants (42%) and conservative Protestants (52%), though when 
Racial/Ethnic Mennonites were separated out from Anglos, the percentage of younger 
adults was much higher (50%) (55-56). Mennonite young adults (age 18-35) were just as 
likely as older adults to say their beliefs were important to them, but they were less 
engaged in church than older Mennonites, and they were less concerned with 
denominational distinctives (57).  
Also relevant to this study was the fact that Mennonites held evangelism and 
church planting to be high priorities, but did not back this up with their practice of 
evangelism, which had declined over the previous three decades, though again, 
Racial/Ethnic Mennonites showed significantly higher levels of evangelistic practice than 
whites (71-73).  
Thank You for Asking 
The most comparable study to the current research was a project by Shenk 
involving a young adult research team conducting interviews and focus groups with 56 
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Mennonite young adults between the ages 20-29 about their beliefs, practices, and hopes 
for the future of the church. A summary of her findings follows (252-261).  
Many Mennonite young adults found the Christian stories they inherited to be 
inadequate for contemporary questions and life. With regard to the Bible, many had a 
conflicted relationship with it and lacked biblical literacy but expressed a desire to know 
more. They especially had interest in understanding the background context to Scripture 
and in meeting with others to gain greater understanding through conversation.  
These young Mennonites spoke of Jesus with universal admiration and viewed 
him as a model for life offering salvation and personal friendship. They were 
uncomfortable, however, with exclusive claims of Jesus as they relate to people of other 
faiths, and they were unsure or uncomfortable with determining who Jesus should be for 
others. On the related topic of other religions, three different attitudes emerged: (1) own 
what is true for you; (2) listen and learn from others' truths; and (3) live rather than 
declare one's faith.  
When considering the importance of various Christian practices, these young 
adults were most ambivalent toward testifying/speaking publicly about faith and cross-
cultural mission/service. Sexual fidelity was highly important to them (which surprised 
the researchers), yet it was also one of the practices needing more open conversation in 
church. Prayer was among the most important practices, though characterized more by 
listening than asking for stuff. In general, they showed a desire for an all-encompassing 
spirituality, less hurry, more connection with others, and communities open to questions.  
Regarding the future of the Mennonite Church, they hoped for openness to 
questions and authenticity, the chance to offer and receive accountability and mentoring, 
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opportunities to meet in “small, friendly circles,” and expressions of contemplative 
worship.  
Emerging Adult Evangelism 
Grounded in the growing body of research of emerging adults, Beth Seversen and 
Rick Richardson discuss strategies for evangelizing persons at this critical stage of life. 
They  observe that a gospel of sin and judgment does not attract emerging adults, many 
of whom do not see themselves as sinful or look at their admittedly poor choices in life 
with regret, except for those trapped in addictive behaviors who are willing to “turn to 
religion for help” (35). Instead they recommend a more holistic gospel message that 
locates personal transformation within God’s larger “redemptive work within history” 
and combines proclamation with partnership in God’s work of fostering “justice, 
compassion, and human flourishing” (36). They also cite examples of transformational 
spiritual encounter with young adults beyond the confines of the church as a fruitful 
approach (40), as well as the possibilities of technology for young adults themselves to 
share their experiences of transformation, and the gospel story behind that 
transformation, in a digital age (46).  
Emerging Adult Discipleship 
In the field of practical theology, David Setran and Chris Kiesling catalog the 
qualities of emerging adults in the current research and suggest ministry practices for 
fostering their spiritual formation. Their topics include identity formation, ecclesial 
vision, vocation, morality, sexuality, relationships, and mentoring.  
Their suggestions of corporate and individual spiritual practices were especially 
relevant to this study. At the corporate level, they recommend regular worship as a way 
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“for emerging adults to abide in the presence of our supernatural God” (104). They claim 
that many emerging adults “are attracted to liturgical worship styles” and benefit from the 
humility engendered by the regular practices of confession and praise (104). The church 
calendar allows them to be “rooted in the narrative of redemptive history,” and practices 
like baptism and communion provide embodied ways to solidify a countercultural 
Christian identity and remind them that the cross is central to reconciled relationships 
with God and one another (105-106).  
With regard to personal spiritual practices, Setran and Kiesling recommend both 
disciplines of engagement and abstinence as embodied ways to reshape the lives of young 
adults conditioned by a culture misaligned with the values of God’s kingdom (43-46). 
Such disciplines of engagement include Scripture reading, particularly in the form of 
lectio divina (divine reading) (50), as well as singing and confession (51). Disciplines of 
abstinence are really variations of fasting, whether from food, activity, sex, or other 
potential idols (46). Particularly important for this stage of life are solitude and silence, 
which “can serve as powerful agents of personal formation in the midst of the frenetic 
pace of daily life” (47). 
On a theoretical level, J. Matt Mitchell et al. explore practices that may be 
particularly formative for emerging adults given their unique characteristics. They 
suggest hospitality, generosity, and sharing stories (43-51). With regard to hospitality, 
they recommend invitations to meals in church members’ homes as a particularly 
important way of connecting with emerging adults, who are often overlooked for such 
invitations (46). By generosity, Mitchell et al. refer more to serving than giving 
monetarily (48). They encourage making room for emerging adults to serve, ideally 
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accompanied by older or more experienced adults for the purpose of “mentorship, 
modeling, and relationship building” (48). Sharing stories means hearing compelling 
accounts of God’s faithfulness both from Scripture and the lives of other believers, a 
practice that can bring stability to an unstable stage of life for emerging adults (50).    
Churches Effectively Engaging Emerging Adults 
 A small body of research has emerged as scholars have studied congregations that 
are effectively engaging a high proportion of emerging adults. Stetzer et al. set out to 
learn from young adults and the churches reaching them in a study of nearly 200 
congregations published in 2009. Through a series of polls, surveys, and interviews, they 
identified the following qualities of churches that are connecting with a high percentage 
of young adults, ages 20-29 (143-144, 223-224): (1) creating deeper community, 
especially through small groups; (2) making a difference through service; (3) 
experiencing worship that is relevant, God-focused, challenging, and participatory;  
(4) conversing the content by using a conversational style of teaching/preaching, while 
still focusing on depth; (5) leveraging technology, which shows welcome by engaging 
them where they are; (6) building cross-generational relationships; (7) moving toward 
authenticity through leaders who are authentic, transparent, and demonstrate a learning 
attitude; (8) leading by transparency (humility and vulnerability); and (9) leading by 
team, inviting broader participation in ministry teams, including by young adults.  
In a study published in 2015, Monte Sahlin and David Roozen sought to identify 
best practices through survey data and case studies among a variety of religious 
congregations that were “effectively engaging young adults” (8). The results of their 
study include the following strategies or practices, as summarized by Perry Chang: (1) 
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having young adults involved in leadership, both as laity and clergy; (2) quality worship 
experience by doing worship well (contemporary style common but not required); (3) 
innovation through the use of technology for communication and creative events; (4) 
hospitality in the form of being “accepting,” nonjudgmental, and providing food and 
coffee; (5) intentional outreach, including as a personal priority of pastors, with an 
emphasis on being authentic; (6) investing in young people through “time, energy, and 
money”; (7) new congregations as more likely to have a high percentage of young adults; 
and (8) locations that are either urban or suburban and experiencing significant 
population growth (Chang 249-258). 
Finally, Kara Powell et al. published a study in 2016 of nearly 260 congregations 
across the United States that were “growing young,” i.e., increasing in attendance and 
attracting a high percentage of youth and emerging adults (ages 16-29). They 
summarized their results as a set of six recommendations to churches desiring to 
effectively engage young adults, quoted below:  
1. Unlock keychain leadership. Instead of centralizing authority, empower others-
-especially young people.  
2. Empathize with today’s young people. Instead of judging or criticizing, step 
into the shoes of this generation. 
3. Take Jesus’ message seriously. Instead of asserting formulaic gospel claims, 
welcome young people into a Jesus-centered way of life.  
4. Fuel a warm community. Instead of focusing on cool worship or programs, aim 
for warm peer and intergenerational friendships.  
5. Prioritize young people (and families) everywhere. Instead of giving lip service 
to how much young people matter, look for creative ways to tangibly support, 
resource, and involve them in all facets of your congregation.  
6. Be the best neighbors. Instead of condemning the world outside your walls, 
enable young people to neighbor well locally and globally. (loc. 549) 
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Summary of Research on Emerging Adult Ministry 
Studies of Mennonite young adults demonstrate that their absence is more 
pronounced in Mennonite Church USA than in other Protestant denominations. In 
addition, the current generation of Mennonites shows lower levels of evangelistic practice 
than previous generations. Mennonite young adults struggle to make their inherited faith 
relevant to their lives. They admire Jesus, yet they are unsure about his exclusive claims. 
They value prayer, participatory Bible study and worship, mentoring relationships, 
openness to their questions, and transparent conversations about sexuality.  
Research on effective ministry among young adults prioritizes a gospel of 
transformational encounter with Jesus, through which emerging adults are enabled to 
engage in God’s work of changing the world. Discipleship among young adults should 
include both corporate and individual spiritual practices, such as immersive corporate 
worship and hospitality, as well as disengagement from technology and engagement with 
stories from Scripture and the lives of other Christians. Studies of churches that are 
effectively engaging young adults have uncovered qualities and practices that these 
churches have in common. Among the common characteristics are leadership that is both 
transparent and participatory, intentional efforts to foster intergenerational relationships, 
worship that is both meaningful and challenging, a hospitable atmosphere toward young 
adults and their cultural characteristics, and missional involvement in the community.  
Research Design Literature 
Literature on research design agrees that the design selected for a particular study 
flows from the research problem and purpose statements and the particular lines of 
inquiry or research questions developed to address those statements (Sensing loc. 1528; 
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Merriam and Tisdell 76-78). Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed method designs all have 
their own epistemological underpinnings, whether positivist, interpretive/constructivist, 
critical, or postmodern/poststructural (Merriam and Tisdell 12), but various authors steer 
clear of these debates in favor of a more pragmatic approach (Sensing loc. 1566; 
Plowright 7).  
Mixed methods emerged as a distinct methodology in the last half century 
(Merriam and Tisdell 45-46) and is particularly useful for allowing “various perspectives 
to engage in a critical dialogue that leads to several sets of rich data, resulting in the 
possibility for deeper understanding” (Sensing loc. 1590).  Mixed methods research 
includes three broad types of data collection – “observation, asking questions, [and] 
artefact analysis” (Plowright 16) – utilizing a variety of tools, including quantitative ones 
like surveys with fixed choices responses, as well as qualitative ones such as interviews, 
focus groups, participant observation, document analysis, and case study analysis 
(Sensing loc. 2193-3476).  
Questionnaires allow the researcher to compare answers to questions and relate 
those answers to other characteristics (Sensing loc. 2873). Questions may be either open-
ended in nature or closed, such as fixed choice or ranking (Sensing loc. 2824). If 
administered through web-based technology, they have the potential to “reach a large 
sample of respondents” (Plowright 80). “Interviews allow people to describe their 
situations and put words to their interior lives, personal feelings, opinions, and 
experiences that otherwise are not available to the researcher by observation … or that 
are too sensitive for people to discuss in a group setting” (Sensing loc. 2634). Group 
interviews or focus groups are especially useful with “a group of people who have 
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knowledge of the topic” (Merriam and Tisdell 114), and due their interactive nature, they 
can yield “richer data than if each person in the group had been interviewed separately” 
(Sensing loc. 2934). Interviews or focus groups that are semi-structured allow for 
flexibility in the wording or order of questions so the researcher can “respond to the 
situation at hand” (Merriam and Tisdell 111) and “probe and explore for more depth” 
(Sensing loc. 2698). The use of multiple methods to collect data allows an interpretation 
based in triangulation, the process of comparing and contrasting ideas across various 
sources and types of data, which ensures a higher level of credibility regarding the results 
of the research (Sensing loc. 1883; Merriam and Tisdell 245).  
Summary of Literature 
Evangelism and discipleship are primarily New Testament concepts, but the 
centrifugal and centripetal dimensions of mission in the Old Testament provide a critical 
background for developing a canonical understanding of the topic. The New Testament 
holds together evangelism and discipleship as unified concepts centered on inviting and 
incorporating persons into the community of disciples committed to the lordship of Jesus 
Christ. Young people in Scripture are viewed as capable of leadership, yet still in need of 
mentoring and instruction. Contemporary understandings of evangelism and discipleship 
accent the holistic nature of the gospel, the practice of relational, respectful evangelism, 
and discipleship as communal and personal practices aimed at forming a community 
conformed to the image of Christ.   
Sociological research recognizes a unique stage of development called emerging 
adulthood, usually understood as ages 18-29. This stage of life is characterized by intense 
identity exploration, instability, self-focus, a feeling of being in limbo, and an optimism 
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about the future, as well as transience, subjectivity, relativism, and consumerism, among 
other challenges. The religious lives of emerging adults are characterized by customized 
systems of belief, decreased levels of religious involvement, and to some extent, 
antagonism or apathy toward organized religion, though many show openness to the 
Christian message.  
Studies of Mennonite young adults reveal they are a shrinking cohort within 
Mennonite Church USA, and that they both value and resist certain elements of 
traditional Mennonite faith and practice. Research on effective ministry among young 
adults emphasizes a holistic gospel focused on personal and social transformation, as well 
the need for corporate and personal Christian practices to foster spiritual maturity. 
Churches that are effectively engaging young adults are characterized by transparent and 
participatory leadership, intergenerational relationships, meaningful worship, hospitality, 
and neighborly community service and involvement.  
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter presents the research methodology employed in this project. First, 
the nature and purpose of the project are briefly reviewed. Next, the research questions 
are listed, along with an explanation of their relationship to the purpose of the project and 
the instruments used to answer them. The ministry context is then explored, followed by 
a discussion of the participants, including selection criteria, a description of their general 
characteristics, and the ethical considerations taken into account in the project. Finally, 
the instrumentation is described, as well as the procedures utilized for the collection and 
analysis of data.  
Nature and Purpose of the Project 
Recent research has perpetuated a narrative of church decline in North America 
(Voas and Chaves; Pew, U.S. Public), particularly among the current generation of young 
adults (Wuthnow; Pew, Millennials; LifeWay Research). Unprecedented numbers of 
young adults are believed to be leaving the church, or never joining in the first place 
(Kinnaman and Hawkins; Pew, Religious Landscape). Religious revisionists call for 
radical change in church belief and practice in order to adapt to new cultural trends and 
attract the next generation (Spong; McLaren). A counternarrative exists, however, fueled 
by research demonstrating consistent levels of church attendance over the past half 
century, including among young adults (Stark). The apparent decline is described in 
terms of an exchange, as “moderate” churches lose adherents to more conservative 
churches, which are experiencing remarkable resilience and even growth (Kelley; Stark; 
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Schnabel and Bock; Haskell et al.). It is not surprising, then, that notable exceptions to 
the decline narrative exist in the form of thriving churches that are not only growing in 
number, but attracting significant percentages of young adults (Stetzer et al.; Sahlin and 
Roozen; Powell et al.). Such churches with flourishing young adult ministries became the 
subject of this research project, with the hope of uncovering key factors to their success. 
In other words, rather than concentrating on what seems to be going wrong in young 
adult ministry, this research project focused on what is actually working.    
The purpose of this study was to identify effective strategies for the evangelism 
and ongoing discipleship of young adults through the ministries of Virginia Mennonite 
Conference (VMC) by surveying VMC pastoral perspectives on young adult ministry and 
interviewing pastors and young adults of local churches whose young adult ministry is 
thriving. The goal was then to establish a working list of best practices for VMC churches 
to consider in their efforts to make disciples among emerging adults.  
Research Questions 
In order to carry out the purpose of this study, three research questions were 
developed. A description of each research question follows. 
RQ #1. What challenges do VMC pastors identify in the evangelism and ongoing 
discipleship of young adults, and what strategies to they suggest for overcoming 
these challenges? 
The purpose of this question was to provide a baseline understanding of what 
VMC pastors consider to be effective in the evangelism and discipleship of emerging 
adults. In order to collect data in response to this question, a researcher-designed 
questionnaire entitled VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about Young Adult Ministry 
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(PQYAM, or pastoral questionnaire) was distributed to current pastors within VMC (see 
Appendix A). Questions 1-6 addressed participant consent and the demographics of each 
participant and his or her congregation. Questions 7-9 and 11 requested information 
about church attendance, growth, and young adult participation in church. Questions 10 
and 12-16 elicited pastoral understandings of evangelism and the challenges and 
opportunities of sharing the gospel with young adults. Questions 17-22 invited 
perspectives on discipleship practices and the challenges and opportunities pastors face in 
helping young adults grow into mature followers of Jesus. Question 23 allowed 
respondents to provide any further reflections about what they considered to be effective 
strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults. 
RQ #2. What strategies or approaches toward young adult ministry are pastors 
employing in local churches whose young adult ministry is thriving?  
Since it was not assumed that VMC pastors as a whole are finding success in the 
evangelism and discipleship of young adults, a subset of pastors both within and beyond 
VMC was selected based on their churches’ reputations for having a thriving young adult 
ministry. RQ #2 was intended to uncover the overall strategies or approaches these 
pastors are employing in reaching and discipling emerging adults. As a means of eliciting 
these successful strategies, a researcher-designed semi-structured interview protocol 
entitled Pastoral Interview about Young Adult Ministry (PIYAM, or pastoral interview) 
was utilized (see Appendix B). A preliminary section elicited demographic data about 
each pastor and the congregation for which he or she serves as lead pastor. Questions 1-6 
explored pastoral perspectives on effective strategies for and obstacles to evangelizing 
emerging adults. Questions 7-15 invited pastoral reflections about effective strategies for 
Kauffman 79 
 
and obstacles to the ongoing discipleship of emerging adults. Question 16 gave pastors 
the opportunity to offer additional thoughts about effective strategies for evangelizing 
and discipling young adults. 
RQ #3. What strategies or approaches do young adults identify as significant in 
ministries that lead to the conversion and ongoing discipleship of young adults? 
 It was also deemed important to hear not only from the pastors of churches with 
thriving young adult ministries, but from the young adults themselves who are involved 
in those churches. The purpose of RQ #3 was to garner young adult perspectives 
regarding the question of what factors have been significant in evangelizing and 
discipling their peers, as well as in their own journeys toward conversion and a life of 
following Jesus in the context of the church. To address this question, a researcher-
designed focus group protocol entitled Young Adult Focus Group (YAFG, or focus 
group) was conducted with young adults from each church with a thriving young adult 
ministry (see Appendix C). An initial section requested demographic data about each 
participant and their religious background. Questions 1-9 explored participant 
perspectives on effective strategies for and obstacles to evangelizing emerging adults. 
Questions 10-15 invited reflections about effective strategies for and obstacles to the 
ongoing discipleship of emerging adults. Question 16 gave participants the opportunity to 
offer additional thoughts about effective strategies for evangelizing and discipling young 
adults. 
Ministry Contexts 
The ministry contexts for this project were twofold. The first context comprised the 
current pastors of churches belonging to Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC), which are 
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concentrated in the Commonwealth of Virginia, but also scattered across Maryland, 
Washington, DC, West Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee and Kentucky. VMC originated 
in 1835 when the leaders of Mennonite churches from the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia 
first began to gather for in an annual conference as “a place of fellowship” and in order to 
“unit[e] the church on important issues of the day” (Brunk, History Vol. I, 179). At first, 
migration and biological growth were the primary ways VMC extended its reach, but in the 
late 1800’s, VMC ministers began evangelizing the neighbors of scattered Mennonite 
settlements in West Virginia and other communities across Virginia (Brunk, History Vol. I, 
274-297). A home mission board was founded in 1919 to guide and coordinate these 
growing efforts (Brunk, History Vol. II, 336), which continues operating today under the 
name Virginia Mennonite Missions, and carries out ministry in both domestic and 
international settings.  
Throughout the twentieth century, new Mennonite churches were established in the 
surrounding region, often with the involvement of young adults who had come to Virginia 
to study at the local Mennonite college (Brunk, History Vol. II, 336-417). At its height, 
VMC counted some 8,800 members and at least 77 congregations, having planted 40 
congregations between 1950 and 1987 (Brunk and Kratz). Current statistics place its 
membership at approximately 6,600 in 65 congregations, organized into eight regional 
districts.
1
 These congregations are largely Caucasian in makeup, though a few are 
predominantly African American, and a growing number are immigrant congregations of 
Latin American and Asian background (VMC Program & Report Book 2017-2018, 13-19, 
53). A contributing factor to the decline in the number of congregations and members is the 
                                                 
1. At the time the PQYAM was administered, nine districts were in existence. Since that time, one 
district dissolved, with the remaining congregations joining another district, resulting in only eight regional 
districts within VMC.  
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exodus of churches over the controversy of whether to endorse same-sex relationships, with 
churches leaving VMC on both the traditional (K. Yoder) and progressive end of the 
spectrum (Heinzekehr). When last measured, demographics of VMC credentialed leaders 
were as follows: mean age of 58.7 years; 78.9% male and 21.1% female; 90.8% with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher; 71.7% living in an urban area (Kanagy, 2014 Survey, 1-2). By 
comparison, a study of Protestant pastors across the United States revealed the median age 
to be 54 (Barna Group). In 2006, a national study of Mennonite Church USA, the 
denomination to which VMC belongs, determined that Mennonites are aging more rapidly 
than both the general population and other Christian denominations, with only 30% of 
members falling under the age of 45 (Kanagy, Road Signs, 54-55). It is assumed that these 
trends hold true for VMC and are likely to have increased in the intervening period.  
The second ministry context for this project was congregations with thriving young 
adult ministries located in Harrisonburg, Virginia. Half of these congregations were 
members of VMC, and half were not. According to demographic data cited in the City of 
Harrisonburg’s “2018 Comprehensive Plan”, Harrisonburg has a population of 54,689 (4-2), 
with 14% growth projected over the next decade (4-15), most of it due to migration (4-2). 
With two universities contributing approximately 23,000 students to the local population (4-
16), Harrisonburg is unusually youthful, with a mean age of 25.8 years, compared to 41.2 in 
the neighboring Rockingham County (4-6). It is also a more ethnically diverse population, 
with 8.6% identifying as Black or African American, 5.1% as Asian, and 18.2% as Hispanic 
or Latino, compared to 3%, 0.9% and 6.2% respectively, in Rockingham County (4-7). The 
median household income, however, is 20-25% lower than neighboring communities (4-10), 
with a full third of residents living below the poverty level, though this number is cut in half 
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when factoring out the high number of university students living in the city (4-13-4-14). 
According to one recent study, Harrisonburg ranks as the seventh best place for millennials 
to live in the United States due to population growth, low unemployment, low cost of living, 
and recreational options in and around the city (Wetzler). A directory of local churches 
names 84 Christian congregations representing 22 different denominations with an address 
in Harrisonburg, Virginia (“Directory of Area Churches”). If these numbers are accurate, 
Harrisonburg City has approximately one church per 650 residents. 
Participants 
This section outlines the criteria used to select the participants in the study. It also 
provides a description of those who participated and concludes with a discussion of 
ethical considerations in selecting the participants. 
Criteria for Selection 
Participants for the pastoral questionnaire were selected from a list of pastors 
actively serving VMC congregations, provided to the researcher by staff in the VMC 
office, with the permission of the Executive Conference Minister.  
For the pastoral interviews and focus groups, purposive sampling was employed 
in the selection of the participants. As Sensing explains, “Purposive samples select 
people who have awareness of the situation and meet the criteria and attributes that are 
essential to your research” (Sensing loc. 2271, emphasis in original). In light of the fact 
that “most churches [in America] are not growing , and they aren’t getting any younger” 
(Powell et al. loc. 181), this project identified two key criteria for determining whether a 
congregation had a thriving young adult ministry: growth over the past five years and a 
percentage of young adult attendance exceeding the national average of ten percent (loc. 
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217). These criteria were used to narrow the pool of congregations in Harrisonburg that 
the researcher considered inviting to participate in the research. Due to the nature of the 
researcher’s ministry role, the researcher was aware of several local congregations 
meeting these criteria.  
Furthermore, it was deemed important to include churches both within and 
beyond VMC for three main reasons. First, the concept of maximum variation sampling 
suggests that including a broad range of participants with divergent experiences and 
views increases the value and generalizability of any common perspectives that emerge 
regarding the research in question (Sensing loc. 2291). Second, the researcher’s firsthand 
knowledge of VMC congregations led him to believe that an insufficient number of them 
would meet the criteria for the study. Third, the researcher was personally acquainted 
with young adults who had grown up in Mennonite congregations, but were now 
attending other growing churches in Harrisonburg.  
To select young adult participants for the focus groups, each pastor was asked to 
identify a pool of at least 15 young adults (ages 18-29) within his or her congregation 
who might be interested in participating in the study. The pastor or administrative staff of 
each congregation supplied the contact information of those potential participants to the 
researcher via email. An email invitation was sent by the researcher to the pool of 
candidates. The young adults then self-selected by responding to the researcher’s email 
invitation. In other words, the criteria were age, participation in the congregation, and a 
willingness to participate in the study. The researcher suggested that each pastor provide 
the names and contact information of a high number of potential candidates to reduce the 
likelihood of pastoral bias in selecting the young adults who might participate. Due to 
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low response rates, respondents were invited to personally encourage friends meeting the 
criteria of the study to participate, a form of snowball or chain sampling (Sensing loc. 
2282). In one case, a participant brought another young adult to the focus group, even 
though that person had not responded to the email. Since the participant fit the criteria of 
the study and was willing to sign the informed consent form, that person was included in 
the study. Some attrition occurred in the scheduling of focus groups due to college class 
schedules and holidays, so the group size ranged from four to six. 
Description of Participants 
The demographics of the 43 respondents to the PQYAM were as follows:  
 gender: male – 79.1%; female – 20.9%;  
 age: 18-29 – 2.3%; 30-39 – 23.3%, 40-49 – 30.2%, 50-59 – 20.9%, 60 and older 
– 23.3%;  
 pastoral role: lead pastor – 58.1%; associate pastor – 27.9%; youth pastor = 
4.7%; other – 9.3%;  
 VMC District: Calvary – 4.7%; Central – 7.0%; Eastern – 14.0%; Eastern 
Carolina – 2.3%; Harrisonburg – 27.9%; Northern – 23.3%; Potomac – 2.3%; 
Southern – 9.3%; Tennessee/Carolina/Kentucky – 9.3%; and 
 ministry setting: rural – 36.6%; suburban – 31.7%; urban – 26.8%; other – 4.9%.  
The participants in the pastoral interviews consisted of five males and one female. 
One was in his thirties, while the other five were in their forties. Four participants were 
Caucasian, one African American, and one Hispanic. All were married. In terms of 
education, one had a technical degree, one had a bachelor’s, three had Master of Divinity 
degrees, and one had a PhD. All but one of the pastors had been in ministry for over a 
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decade. Three of the congregations were less than a decade old, two were less than two 
decades old, and one was over four decades old. Three of the churches belonged to VMC, 
while the other three were part of other denominations or networks. Four congregations 
were predominantly Caucasian, one was multiethnic and multicultural, and one was 
predominantly Hispanic. Their worship styles ranged from highly liturgical to highly 
charismatic. Their average weekly attendance ranged from 180 to over 1000, and their 
growth rate over the past five years was estimated to be between 2% and 400%. The 
percentage of attendance made up of young adults ranged from 14% to 60%.  
The participants in the young adult focus groups consisted of 17 males and 14 
females, ranging in age from 19 to 37. The ethnicity of the participants was 70.9% 
Caucasian, 16.1% African American, and 12.9% Hispanic. Just over half of the participants 
were married (51.6%). Education levels included 16.1% with a high school diploma, 35.5% 
with some college education, 38.7% with an undergraduate degree, and 9.7% with a 
master’s degree. In terms of profession, one was a stay-at-home mother, 35.5% were 
students, and the remaining 61.3% were employed in the fields of education, healthcare, 
food services, finance, technology, and construction, among others. Participants identified 
as having been Christian for anywhere from nine months to their entire lifespan. Nine 
participants (29%) were adult converts, though all thirty-one said they had grown up in 
church. Denominational affiliation was 41.9% Mennonite, with the remaining 58.1% from 
other backgrounds. Church attendance was reported as weekly or more by 90.3% of 
participants; 9.7% reported attending two times a month.  
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Ethical Considerations 
Questionnaires were conducted and collected via Survey Monkey. Prior to 
participating in the questionnaire, participants needed to read and agree to the consent form 
answering a question that read, “Do you agree to the above terms? By clicking Yes, you 
consent that you are willing to answer the questions in this survey.” To eliminate the 
possibility of a minor inadvertently taking the survey, a question on age followed the 
consent question. If respondents were to select 17 or younger, they would be automatically 
diverted to a disqualification page. Informed consent forms were distributed to pastors and 
young adults via email prior to the interviews and focus groups. They were then given in 
person during each interview or focus group, and participants were asked to read, sign, and 
date the consent form and return it prior to participating in the project. In the case of one 
participant who joined a focus group via online video call, the participant printed, signed, 
dated, and scanned the consent form prior to participating in the focus group.   
Confidentiality for the PQYAM was ensured by following the privacy protocols 
of the online survey tool, Survey Monkey, described online at 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/legal/privacy-policy/. All data was SSL encrypted 
via Survey Monkey. Access to the survey responses required a login that was password 
protected and known only to the researcher. Any downloaded responses were kept strictly 
confidential and stored on the researcher’s password protected, secure, encrypted cloud 
storage service. Responses to the questionnaire will be reported only in aggregate form.  
For the pastoral interviews and young adult focus groups, assurances of 
appropriate confidentiality procedures were given in the informed consent forms (see 
Appendix D). In addition, interviews were conducted in the private space of the pastor’s 
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choosing, while focus groups were conducted in a private conference room behind a 
closed door in the researcher’s place of work after hours or on weekends when others 
were not present. Recordings were made and stored on the researcher’s fingerprint 
protected cell phone, as well a password protected and encrypted cloud storage service. 
Written interview and focus group notes and consent forms were stored in a locked file 
cabinet in the researcher’s locked office. Transcriptions of interviews and focus group 
recordings were made by the research team and stored on a password protected and 
encrypted cloud storage service. All data will be deleted or shredded within one year of 
completing the project.  
 Confidentiality was ensured for the questionnaire by asking for no names or 
identifying information and reporting responses only in aggregate form or through 
quotations that revealed no identifying information. For the interviews and focus groups, no 
names, individually identifying denominational information, or other distinguishing 
characteristics of individual participants are reported in the study. Each interview and focus 
group participant was assigned a code for the purpose of reporting data. For pastors, it was 
letters A through F. For focus group participants, it was a number between 01 and 31.  
Instrumentation 
 The three instruments employed in this project included a questionnaire, a semi-
structured interview, and a semi-structured focus group. All three instruments were 
designed by the researcher. The goal was to glean general background knowledge of what 
seems to be working in evangelizing and discipling young adults from the researcher’s 
primary ministry context of VMC, which could then be compared with the more specific 
knowledge gained through interviews and focus groups with pastors and young adults 
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from churches with a thriving young adult ministry. The intended result was a set of 
recommendations to VMC churches regarding how they might implement effective 
strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults.  
  The pastoral questionnaire was a researcher-designed instrument that included 
quantitative and qualitative questions to elicit data regarding pastoral perspectives on 
effective strategies in evangelizing and discipling young adults (see Appendix A). The 
questionnaire included a demographic section eliciting information about age, gender, 
pastoral role, and the district of VMC and geographic setting in which the pastor serves 
(Q2-Q6). Next came a set of questions aimed at uncovering dynamics between church 
attendance, growth, and the presence of young adults (Q7-Q9, Q11). The following set of 
questions addressed the topic of evangelizing emerging adults. Two questions (Q10 and 
Q16) elicited beliefs and behaviors related to evangelism. The remaining questions (Q12-
Q15) invited perspectives about effective pastoral and congregational practices for 
evangelizing young adults and the challenges pastors and congregations face in sharing 
the gospel with young adults. Another set of questions focused on discipleship practices. 
First, beliefs about essential Christian practices were elicited (Q17-Q18). Then, questions 
prompting perspectives on effective approaches and obstacles to discipling young adults 
were posed (Q19-Q22). A final question invited any further reflections about effective 
strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults (Q23). This instrument was used 
to answer RQ #1.  
  The pastoral interview was a qualitative researcher-designed, semi-structured, 
qualitative instrument employed among pastors of churches with thriving young adult 
ministries (see Appendix B). The protocol for these semi-structured interviews included a 
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demographic section eliciting data about each pastor and the congregation for which he 
or she serves as lead pastor, a section about understandings of evangelism and the 
opportunities and challenges of sharing the gospel with young adults (Q1-Q6), a section 
about discipleship practices and the opportunities and challenges pastors face in helping 
young adults grow into mature followers of Jesus (Q7-Q15), and a final question inviting 
any further reflections about effective strategies for evangelizing and discipling young 
adults (Q16). This instrument was used to answer RQ #2. 
  Finally, the Young Adult Focus Group was a qualitative researcher-designed, 
semi-structured, qualitative instrument employed among young adults from churches 
with thriving young adult ministries (see Appendix C). The protocol for these semi-
structured interviews included a demographic section eliciting data about each 
participant; a section about evangelism including what has drawn them to church, 
whether they have invited other young adults to church or shared the gospel with them, 
and what they consider to be effective strategies and obstacles in inviting young adults to 
put their faith in Jesus (Q1-Q9); a section about discipleship, including ways the church 
is helping them grow as followers of Jesus, obstacles to becoming mature Christians, and 
practices and relationships that contribute to their growth as Christians (Q10-Q15); and a 
final question inviting any further reflections about effective strategies for evangelizing 
and discipling young adults (Q16). This instrument was used to answer RQ #3. 
Expert Review 
The researcher-designed instruments were shared with four expert reviewers, 
including the investigator’s dissertation adviser, Arthur McPhee, Sundo Kim Professor of 
Evangelism and Practical Theology at Asbury Theological Seminary; Ellen Marmon, 
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Professor of Christian Discipleship and Director of the Doctor of Ministry Program at 
Asbury Theological Seminary; Conrad L. Kanagy, Professor of Sociology at 
Elizabethtown College; and Linford Stutzman, Professor of Culture and Mission at 
Eastern Mennonite University. All have expertise in areas pertaining to this research 
project, and all have earned doctoral degrees. Expert reviewers were sent all three 
researcher-designed instruments, along with an introduction letter explaining the research 
topic, the purpose of the study, and the research questions (see Appendix F). A response 
rubric was provided for each instrument asking whether each question was necessary and 
clear, and whether they had suggestions for clarification (see Appendix G). An open-
ended question was posed at the end of the rubric: “What additional changes – e.g., order 
of questions, additional questions – would improve the [instrument]?” The reviewers 
affirmed the project and overall design of the instruments, offering a few suggestions for 
clarifying the wording of questions or omitting them altogether. Revisions were made 
and the instruments were sent to reviewers again. All approved the instruments to be used 
in the research project. 
Reliability and Validity of Project Design 
This project was a mixed-methods, pre-intervention study, employing instruments 
that yielded both quantitative and qualitative data. Sensing argues that such a mixed or 
multi-methods approach “allows various perspectives to engage in a critical dialogue that 
leads to several sets of rich data, resulting in the possibility for deeper understandings” 
(Sensing loc. 1590). The project was pre-intervention and sought to develop a set of key 
strategies for addressing the ministry problem rather than design a tool and test its ability 
to impact the situation. Even so, it utilized questions fitting Stringer’s definition of 
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“action research,” which is “phenomenological (focusing on people’s actual lived 
experience or reality), interpretive (focusing on their interpretation of acts and activities), 
and hermeneutic (focusing on how people make meaning of events in their lives)” (37). 
In addition, the process of collecting data from multiple sources matches Bell’s definition 
of triangulation, which consists of “cross-checking the existence of certain phenomena 
and the veracity of individual accounts by gathering data from a number of informants 
and a number of sources and subsequently comparing and contrasting one account with 
another in order to produce as full and balanced a study as possible” (102). 
The pastoral questionnaire employed questions that elicited both quantitative and 
qualitative data. This instrument was used in order to “obtain answers to the same 
questions from a large number of individuals to enable the researcher not only to describe 
but also to compare, to relate one characteristic to another and to demonstrate that certain 
features exist in certain categories” (Bell 14).  
The pastoral interviews and focus groups were qualitative, semi-structured 
instruments. To ensure reliability of administration, detailed protocols were developed 
and utilized in all interviews and focus groups (see Appendixes B and C). The advantage 
of interviews as a means of gathering data is that they provide “the opportunity to ask 
probing follow-up questions to learn more about an individual’s perception of the idea, 
programme, or situation” being investigated (Winston 184). Focus groups, on the other 
hand, “allow the researcher to build data collection from multiple people at one time,” 
and take advantage of “the synergy and stimulation of multiple people in an interview 
setting” (Winston 184-185).  
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A semi-structured format was applied in designing and using both the interview 
and focus group protocols, consisting of “open-ended questions based on the study’s 
central focus [that were] developed before data collection to obtain specific information 
and enable comparison across cases,” which allowed the researcher to “remain open and 
flexible [in order to] probe individual participants’ stories in more detail” (Knox and 
Burkard 567). While sample sizes were relatively small for all instruments, such small 
samples are compensated for by the richness of the data elicited. As Patton argues: “The 
validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do 
with the information richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical 
capabilities of the researcher than with sample size” (245).  
Data Collection 
Over approximately a three-week period, pastors were recruited for participation 
in the pastoral questionnaire in the following way: (1) One week before the questionnaire 
was distributed, the researcher sent an email explaining and inviting pastors to fill out the 
questionnaire. (2) The questionnaire was sent via a link in an email to all VMC 
congregational pastors, inviting them to fill it out via Survey Monkey. The researcher 
sent the invitations both through the Survey Monkey website, and directly from the 
researcher’s email account, in case the former were screened out by recipients’ junk mail 
filters. (3) One week after the questionnaire was sent, a reminder email was sent inviting 
them to fill out the questionnaire. Again, both formats were used, the email invitation 
feature through Survey Monkey, and a direct email from the researcher’s email account. 
(4) One day before the questionnaire closed, another reminder email to fill out the 
questionnaire was sent through Survey Monkey and the researcher’s email account. (5) 
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Within a few days after the questionnaire closed, an email was sent from the researcher’s 
email account thanking the pastors for their participation. In all, 43 pastors responded to 
the questionnaire. All data was collected by the Survey Monkey online survey software.  
For the pastoral interviews, the lead pastors of six local congregations with 
thriving young adult ministries were contacted via email and phone. Their consent to 
participate in the research was procured, as well as their permission to recruit young 
adults from within their congregations to take part in the study. Three of the 
congregations belonged to VMC, and three did not. Efforts were made to verify that these 
congregations met the criteria of having a thriving young adult ministry. In one case, it 
was only discovered at the time of interview that the congregation had in fact not been 
growing in attendance over the previous five years. However, since it had doubled in 
membership, and its attendance was more than double its membership, it was deemed 
appropriate to include the congregation in the study. pastoral interviews were scheduled 
via email and conducted in the private location of the pastor’s choosing, usually the 
pastor’s office behind a closed door, though in one case the pastor elected to meet in the 
researcher’s office behind a closed door. Recordings were made via the researcher’s cell 
phone, then uploaded to an encrypted cloud-based file. The researcher or his assistant 
transcribed all pastoral interviews. In one case, the interview was conducted in both 
Spanish and English. The researcher’s high proficiency in Spanish allowed him to 
transcribe and, when necessary, translate the data for the purposes of reporting. Notes 
were taken and stored, along with signed consent forms, in a locked file in the 
researcher’s locked office.  
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For the focus groups, young adult participants were recruited from each 
congregation with a thriving young adult ministry by the following means. First, each 
pastor was asked to identify a pool of at least 15 young adults (ages 18-29) within his or 
her congregation who might be interested in participating in the study. The pastor or 
administrative staff of each congregation supplied the contact information of those 
potential participants to the researcher via email and alerted the young adults that an 
email from the researcher would be forthcoming. The researcher then issued an invitation 
to the pool of potential participants from each congregation via email, including a 
description of the research project and a copy of the consent form. The first five to eight 
respondents from each congregation were selected to be part of the study and sent the 
focus group protocol, as well as a Doodle Poll for the purpose of scheduling the focus 
group. In later attempts to recruit participants, the researcher streamlined the process by 
including the Doodle Poll in the initial invitation to be part of the study. Some attrition 
occurred in the scheduling of focus groups due to college class schedules and holidays, so 
in at least one case a new Doodle Poll was issued to reschedule the original focus group. 
focus groups were scheduled for evenings or weekends and met in a conference room at 
the researcher’s place of work behind a closed door. Recordings were made via the 
researcher’s cell phone, then uploaded to an encrypted cloud-based file. The researcher or 
his assistant transcribed all focus groups. Notes were taken and stored, along with signed 
consent forms, in a locked file in the researcher’s locked office.  
Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the quantitative data yielded by the 
pastoral questionnaire. An outside expert, Conrad Kanagy, was consulted to verify the 
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statistical methods employed and the resultant interpretations. No individual data was 
shared with the statistics expert, only data in aggregate form. For all quantitative 
questions on the pastoral questionnaire, the researcher determined the mean response and 
standard deviation. In addition, the researcher ran correlations between multiple measures 
of congregational attendance, growth, percentage of attendance composed of young 
adults, and the number of young adults beginning to attend, making renewed 
commitments of faith, or undergoing baptism. Through a telephone conversation with the 
outside expert, the initial interpretations of the researcher were confirmed and 
strengthened.  
To examine the qualitative data, the researcher employed thematic analysis 
(Glesne 147). Merriam and Tisdell’s suggested approach to categorization was followed, 
in that the researcher sought to develop categories that were exhaustive, mutually 
exclusive, sensitive to the actual data, and conceptually congruent (212). In addition, 
Ellen Taylor-Powell and Marcus Renner’s five-step process of thematic analysis was 
followed through (1) a thorough overview of the data; (2) a review of the project’s RQ’s 
and a grouping of the data according to the core ideas in the RQ’s; (3) an initial 
categorization of the information, using both preset and emergent categories; (4) the 
identification of patterns within and between categories, with special weight given to the 
relative number of times respondents expressed similar ideas across different data 
sources; and (5) interpreting the data by stepping back from it and developing a visual 
chart for comparing the themes that emerged across the data sets (Taylor-Powell and 
Renner 2-5). Throughout the analytical process, the individual data sets were examined in 
light of the whole. As Sensing insists, “Oscillating between the bits of data and the whole 
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context allows a process of updating, refining, and modifying interpretations as an 
ongoing process” (loc. 4614).  
In the case of the pastoral questionnaire, the researcher compared the responses 
given to each question and categorized them according to theme, then tallied the number 
of responses corresponding to each theme.  
The transcription of the pastoral interviews totaled 134 pages. The researcher 
scanned the transcriptions or listened to recordings of interviews multiple times to begin 
to identify themes. The researcher then did a careful reading of each interview transcript 
and coded the emergent themes, which amounted to 20 in all. Key ideas and quotes were 
copied and transferred to a chart comparing the six interviews side by side. The 
researcher then identified common ideas across all themes.  
A similar process was followed with the focus group transcripts, which totaled 
167 pages. This time, however, the existing categories of themes gleaned from the 
interviews were used from the beginning of the coding process, rather than developed as 
the researcher analyzed the data. Ideas and quotes were copied and transferred to a chart 
comparing the six focus groups. Within particular focus groups, the number of 
respondents who responded in a similar way to a question was recorded to determine the 
level of agreement within the group. The aggregate responses were then compared across 
focus groups to determine which themes were held in common by the majority of groups.  
To determine the overall findings, another comparison chart was developed to 
compare the salient themes across all instruments. Priority was given for themes that 
appeared to be significant in both the interviews and focus groups, though the 
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questionnaire data was also taken into consideration, and the resultant findings needed to 
appear in all data sets. 
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CHAPTER 4 
EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT 
Overview of the Chapter 
The prevailing narrative in North America is that young adults are either leaving 
or never joining the church at an alarming rate. Research indicates this is true in 
Mennonite Church USA, the denomination to which Virginia Mennonite Conference 
belongs. Yet notable exceptions exist both within and beyond the churches of Virginia 
Mennonite Conference. The purpose of this study was to identify effective strategies for 
the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults through the ministries of 
Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC) by surveying VMC pastoral perspectives on 
young adult ministry and interviewing pastors and young adults of local churches whose 
young adult ministry is thriving. 
First, this chapter identifies the participants in the study and their demographic 
makeup. Next, the quantitative and qualitative data from the VMC Pastoral Questionnaire 
about Young Adult Ministry will be examined in response to research question #1, 
followed by the qualitative data from the Pastoral Interviews about Young Adult Ministry 
and the Young Adult Focus Groups, in response to research questions #2 and #3, 
respectively. Finally, Chapter Four will close with a list of major findings regarding the 
strategies that the research participants considered effective in the evangelism and 
discipleship of emerging adults.  
Participants 
The VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about Young Adult Ministry was sent to a list 
of 96 active congregational pastors in Virginia Mennonite Conference. Of those 96 
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pastors, 43 responded to the survey, a response rate of 44.8%. The demographic profile of 
those who took part in the VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about Young Adult Ministry is 
represented in figure 4.1. 
Figure 4.1. Demographics of participants in the VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about 
Young Adult Ministry (N=43).  
 
A purposive sample of six local lead pastors, three Mennonite and three non-
Mennonite, was selected for the Pastoral Interview about Young Adult Ministry. All six 
accepted the invitation to participate in the interview. The intended criteria for the 
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interview participants was that their congregation have a “thriving” young adult ministry. 
The definition of thriving for the purpose of this project was growing in worship 
attendance and having more than 10% of attendance composed of young adults (18-29). 
One congregation failed to meet the criteria of growth in attendance over the last five 
years. However, membership for that congregation had doubled in that same period, so it 
was deemed appropriate to include the congregation in the project. The demographic 
profile of those who took part in the Pastoral Interview about Young Adult Ministry is 
represented in figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. Demographics of participants in the Pastoral Interview about Young Adult 
Ministry (N=6). 
Young adult participants for the Young Adult Focus Groups were selected from a 
pool of young adults that the pastor or administrative staff of each congregation with a 
thriving young adult ministry had identified. The email addresses of those potential 
participants were supplied to the researcher. The young adults were then recruited by the 
researcher via email. The first five to eight young adults from each congregation to 
respond to the invitation were then invited to be part of the focus group. Some attrition of 
participants occurred in the scheduling of focus group interviews, so the actual groups 
ranged in size from four to six participants. Six focus groups were then conducted with a 
total of 31 young adults. In one case, a young adult joined the focus group via a video call 
to accommodate for that person’s temporary absence from the area. The intended age 
range for participants was 18-29. The majority of participants fell within that range, but 
because participants self-selected in response to the invitation to participate in the focus 
group, the precise age of each participant was only discovered at the time each focus 
group was conducted. It turned out that a few participants fell outside the intended age 
range. All five of those participants, however, were in their early to mid-thirties, so the 
determination was made to include them in the study. The demographic profile of those 
who took part in the Young Adult Focus Groups is represented in figure 4.3. 
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Figure 4.3. Demographics of participants in Young Adult Focus Groups (N=31). 
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Research Question #1:  Description of Evidence 
What challenges do VMC pastors identify in the evangelism and ongoing 
discipleship of young adults, and what strategies do they suggest for overcoming 
these challenges? 
The evidence in response to RQ#1 was derived from the VMC Pastoral 
Questionnaire about Young Adult Ministry. The questionnaire included a demographic 
section (Q2-Q6), a section aimed at uncovering dynamics between church attendance, 
growth, and the presence of young adults (Q7-Q9, Q11), a section about understandings 
of evangelism and the challenges and opportunities of sharing the gospel with young 
adults (Q10, Q12-Q16), a section about discipleship practices and the challenges and 
opportunities in helping young adults grow into mature followers of Jesus (Q17-Q22), 
and a final question inviting any further reflections about effective strategies for 
evangelizing and discipling young adults (Q23).  
Church Size and Growth and the Presence of Young Adults in VMC Churches 
Questions 7-9 and 11 explored the quantitative relationships between attendance, 
growth, the percentage of attendance made up of young adults, and the number of young 
adults beginning to attend church, making a renewed commitment to Christ, or getting 
baptized. Because the respondents included both lead pastors and other pastoral staff, 
there was the likelihood of duplicate data for some congregations. In order to eliminate 
this possibility, only the data from lead pastors was analyzed.  
The summary data from responses of lead pastors to Q7-Q9 and Q11 is presented 
in table 4.1. In addition to this summary data, descriptive statistics were used to analyze 
the responses to Q7-Q9 and Q11. These statistics are represented in table 4.2.  
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Table 4.1 – VMC Attendance, Growth, Percent Young Adult, and Number of New 
Young Adults 
  
Q7 - What was the average weekly worship attendance at your 
congregation this past year? N=24 
0-99 18 75% 
100-199 4 17% 
>200 2 8% 
  
Q8 - Which of the following best describes your congregation’s 
attendance over the past five years? N=23 
1 - Growing 4 17% 
2 - Holding Steady 10 43% 
3- Declining 9 39% 
  
Q9 - What percentage of your weekly adult worship attendance is 
composed of young adults (18-29)? N=24 
0-9% 13 54% 
10-20% 8 33% 
>20% 3 13% 
  
Q11 - Estimate the number of young adults 
in your congregation who did one or more 
of the following during this past year: 
became regular 
attendees (2 or more 
times per month) 
N=21 
0 6 29% 
1-5 10 48% 
>6 5 24% 
  
made a renewed 
commitment to 
following Jesus 
N=20 
0 13 65% 
1-5 5 25% 
>6 2 10% 
  
were baptized N=23 
0 14 61% 
1-5 8 35% 
>6 1 4% 
 
The data reveal that the vast majority (75%) of VMC congregations have an 
average attendance of less than 100 (average attendance of all responding VMC 
congregations is 81), that only 17% of lead pastors believe their congregation has been 
growing in attendance over the past five years, and that over half (54%) of VMC 
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congregations have a worshiping body that is less than 10% composed of young adults 
(though the average percentage of young adults was 12.25%). With regard to new young 
adults becoming regular attendees in the past year, about half (48%) of responding 
pastors reported a number between one and five, with roughly a quarter reporting either 
zero new young adults in attendance (29%), or more than six (24%). A little over a third 
(35%) of lead pastors reported that young adults had made a renewed commitment to 
following Jesus over the past year, and about four in ten (39%) indicated that at least one 
young adult had been baptized.  
Analyzing correlations between these questions yielded interesting results. First, 
there is the question of attendance. Perhaps surprisingly, higher average attendance 
correlates slightly with decline (0.31). (This is easy to miss at first glance, since the 
numeric responses to the question of growth are in the reverse order one would expect: 
1=growing, 2=holding steady, 3=declining. The positive correlation is misleading. It 
indicates a slightly positive correlation between attendance and decline.) In other words, 
the larger the church, the more likely it is to have lost attendees over the last five years. 
There was, however, a slightly positive correlation between attendance and the 
percentage of young adults (0.19). A larger VMC church is slightly more likely to have a 
higher percentage of young adults. More striking were the correlations between 
attendance and young adults either beginning to attend regularly (0.48) or renewing a 
commitment to following Jesus (0.44), though the correlation was not as strong between 
attendance and young adults getting baptized (0.24). In other words, larger VMC 
churches are more likely to report increased young adult attendance and conversions.  
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Table 4.2 - Statistical Analysis for VMC Attendance, Growth, Percent Young 
Adults, and New Young Adults 
  Mean StDev 
Q7 - What was the average weekly worship attendance at your congregation this past 
year? N=24 81.13 55.65 
Q8 - Which of the following best describes your congregation’s attendance over the 
past five years? N=23 2.22 0.74 
Q9 - What percentage of your weekly adult worship attendance is composed of young 
adults (18-29)? N=24 12.25 13.53 
Q11 - Estimate the number of young adults in 
your congregation who did one or more of the 
following during this past year: 
A - became regular attendees (2 or 
more times per month) N=21 5.62 11.26 
B - made a renewed commitment 
to following Jesus N=20 1.65 3.63 
C - were baptized N=23 0.78 1.73 
  
  Correlation 
Q7 to Q8 - Attendance to Growth 0.31 
Q7 to Q9 - Attendance to Percent Young Adult 0.19 
Q8 to Q9 -Growth to Percent Young Adult 0.03 
Q7 to Q11A - Attendance to New Young Adult Attendees 0.48 
Q7 to Q11B - Attendance to Young Adult Renewed Commitments 0.44 
Q7 to Q11C - Attendance to Young Adult Baptisms 0.24 
Q8 to Q11A - Growth to New Young Adult Attendees 0.14 
Q8 to Q11B - Growth to Young Adult Renewed Commitments 0.09 
Q8 to Q11C - Growth to Young Adult Baptisms 0.04 
Q9 to Q11A - Percent Young Adult to New Young Adult Attendees 0.74 
Q9 to Q11B - Percent Young Adult to Young Adult Renewed Commitments 0.70 
Q9 to Q11C - Percent Young Adult to Young Adult Baptisms 0.81 
 
Second, almost no relationship seemed to exist between the growth of a 
congregation and the percentage of young adults (0.03). There were also negligible 
correlations between growth and the number of young adults becoming regular attenders 
(0.14), making renewed commitments to following Jesus (0.09), and undergoing baptism 
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(0.04). Whether a congregation is growing appears to have little bearing on the 
percentage of young adults in attendance or the number of them joining the church.  
Third, the strongest correlations existed between the percentage of young adults in 
a congregation and the number of young adults who began to attend or converted to the 
faith in the past year. The higher the percentage of young adults making up a 
congregation’s attendance, the more likely the church is to see higher numbers of young 
adults begin to attend church (0.74), make a renewed commitment to following Jesus 
(0.70), or get baptized (0.81). Having a critical mass of young adults in a congregation 
appears to increase the likelihood that new young adults will join the church.  
Beliefs about Evangelism and Sharing the Gospel with Young Adults 
The next set of questions in the VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about Young Adult 
Ministry had to do with evangelism. Questions 10 and 16 were intended to uncover 
underlying beliefs and practices related to evangelism. Table 4.3 summarizes the 
responses to question 10. Based on their responses, it appears most VMC pastors believe 
evangelism is important and that congregants can and should evangelize, though they 
hold the least agreement about whether certain Christians are uniquely gifted for the task 
of evangelism. Notably, pastors are less sure about their own evangelistic practices 
beyond formal proclamation, such as befriending or praying for non-Christians, and they 
are less confident that they are providing congregants with opportunities to learn how to 
share their faith with others.  
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Table 4.3: VMC Pastoral Beliefs and Practices about Evangelism 
Q10 - Rate your level of agreement with the following statements about evangelism. 
  
Strongly 
disagree 
Dis-
agree 
Un-
decided Agree 
Strongly 
agree N Mean 
St 
Dev 
I believe every person should 
have the opportunity to hear 
and respond to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 
0.00% 0.00% 2.56% 15.38% 82.05% 39 4.79 0.47 
I regularly share the gospel in 
my preaching and teaching. 
0.00% 0.00% 2.56% 46.15% 51.28% 39 4.49 0.56 
I make time to build authentic 
friendships with people who 
are not Christians. 
0.00% 7.69% 7.69% 53.85% 30.77% 39 4.08 0.84 
I regularly pray that 
people who are not Christians 
would be drawn to put their 
faith in Jesus Christ. 
0.00% 10.26% 15.38% 41.03% 33.33% 39 3.97 0.96 
I encourage persons in my 
congregation to share their 
faith with others. 
0.00% 0.00% 2.56% 56.41% 41.03% 39 4.38 0.54 
I provide opportunities for 
persons in my congregation to 
learn how to share their faith 
with others. 
2.63% 10.53% 28.95% 47.37% 10.53% 38 3.53 0.92 
I encourage persons in my 
congregation to invite friends 
to worship or special events so 
they can explore Christian 
faith. 
0.00% 5.13% 10.26% 48.72% 35.90% 39 4.15 0.81 
My congregation does service 
in the community out of love 
for our neighbors and a desire 
to see them know Jesus 
Christ. 
2.56% 0.00% 5.13% 48.72% 43.59% 39 4.31 0.80 
Evangelism is a special gift 
for some Christians. 
10.26% 17.95% 10.26% 48.72% 12.82% 39 3.36 1.22 
Evangelism is something all 
Christians can do. 
0.00% 2.56% 0.00% 43.59% 53.85% 39 4.49 0.64 
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Question 16 invited open-ended responses regarding the content of the gospel 
message that pastors share with young adults. The top ten responses are summarized in 
table 4.4, in descending order.  
 
Questions 12 and 13 invited pastors to name what their congregations are doing to 
share the gospel with young adults and what strategies are having the most effect.  
Q12 - In what ways is your congregation involved in sharing the gospel in your 
local context, both with young adults and more generally? 
Over a third of VMC pastors (14 out of 39) named some form of community 
service as a way their congregations share the gospel in their local community. Some of 
these forms of service are activities organized by the churches themselves, such as crisis 
care teams, service projects, or food pantries, but many are opportunities that arise 
through partnering with local organizations that serve the community, such as a rotating 
Table 4.4: VMC Pastoral Perspectives on the Gospel 
Q16 – What do you tell young adults who ask you what it means to become a Christian? How do 
you explain the gospel to them? N=36* 
Entering into a loving relationship with God/Jesus, others, self and the creation 16 
Surrendering to the lordship of Jesus Christ in all of life 13 
Finding freedom and forgiveness from sin 12 
Following Jesus and his teachings in daily life 9 
Allowing the Spirit to change and restore us through relationship with Jesus 8 
A connection with Christ and his community, the church 8 
Understanding people’s felt needs and showing how Jesus meets them  7 
Knowing Jesus and believing in him 6 
The victory of God over evil and injustice through Jesus’ death and resurrection 6 
Jesus has inaugurated a new creation and we get to be part of it 5 
*Responses to this and other open-ended questions on the questionnaire do not add up to number of 
respondents because many respondents provided multiple answers.  
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homeless shelter. It was not clear how respondents saw such acts of community service 
as a means of sharing the gospel, whether the demonstration of compassion was meant to 
communicate the love of God in Christ, or whether participants were somehow 
encouraged or equipped to give verbal testimony to their faith in Jesus Christ in some 
way in the course of engaging in service. Interestingly, one pastor described inviting 
friends and coworkers to join church members in serving meals to the hungry as a means 
of sharing the gospel.   
An equal number of VMC pastors (14 out of 39) named some kind of children’s 
ministry as a way their church is sharing the gospel locally. The vast majority of their 
responses mentioned Kids Club, which is an after-school program usually aimed at 
connecting with community children near the church building through games, songs, 
Bible stories and other age-appropriate activities. Another significant subcategory was 
doing activities with or for children at local schools. While in most cases it seems the 
children themselves are the ones towards whom ministry efforts are directed, a few 
pastors mentioned visiting with the families of Kids Club or local school children, or the 
inclusion of young adults in carrying out Kids Club ministry, thereby exposing them to 
the gospel.  
Holding special events was mentioned by over a quarter of VMC pastors (11 out 
of 39) as a way they see their churches sharing the gospel locally. These special events 
included holiday celebrations, such as evangelistic Christmas programs or a 
Thanksgiving meal for the community, neighborhood cookouts, and in one case, a 
monthly bluegrass gospel concert for the community. One pastor described another 
unique event as follows: “A large (75+) extended family with many young adults has a 
Kauffman 111 
 
weekend camp out a number of times a year where an evangelical ‘come to Jesus’ 
message is shared by family members hoping to convert their non-Christian relatives.”   
The next tier of evangelistic activities VMC pastors named included things like 
inviting friends or coworkers to worship (6 out of 39), intentional outreach to college 
students (6 out of 39), small group ministry (5 out of 39), friendship evangelism (5 out of 
39), Bible studies (5 out of 39), and Sunday school classes (4 out of 39), sometimes 
specifically for the young adult age group. 
An array of other activities rounded out VMC pastor responses to ways their 
churches are sharing the gospel locally. These ranged from interdenominational efforts 
with other churches to share the gospel with local youth or unchurched persons (3 out of 
39), to summer Bible school (2 out of 39), to outreach through social media (2 out of 39), 
to ministry among outdoor enthusiasts (2 out of 39). Unique examples included hosting 
conversations on social issues like racism, running an addiction recovery program, or 
holding parenting classes for the community at the church building. 
Q13 - What are the most effective ways you and your congregation are sharing 
the gospel with young adults?  
Far and away, the approach that VMC pastors identified most often as an effective 
means of sharing the gospel with young adults was what you might call relational 
evangelism. Nearly three out of five pastors (22 out of 38) named friendship, building 
relationships, face-to-face conversations, or mentoring. Sometimes pastors envisioned 
these relationships as church-centric (“Sunday morning conversation”), but other times 
they reported them as taking place in homes, on college campuses, or somewhere else in 
the community.  
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A distant second evangelistic practice that just under a quarter (9 out of 38) of 
VMC pastors named as among the most effective for sharing the gospel with young 
adults was small groups. Some of these groups are composed of mostly young adults, 
while others appear to be intergenerational or gender based.  
Uncertainty was the next most frequent answer pastors gave for how to effectively 
share the gospel with young adults. In other words, nearly one in five (7 out of 38) said 
they simply do not know or are still exploring.  
One in eight pastors (5 out of 38) emphasized not so much the particular activity 
but the location: anywhere but the church building. Reaching young adults could take 
place through running a Bible study on a college campus, connecting with families at a 
local school, or even through playing on the local softball team, but as one pastor put it, 
it’s about “Being willing to go where they are as opposed to expecting them coming to 
you.”  
One in ten pastors (4 out of 38) cited the importance of connecting with young 
adults over food. They gave examples as simple as coffee hour at church, inviting young 
adults to lunch after church, or even reorganizing worship around a meal, which one 
congregation has done through starting “Brunch Church.”  
The remaining ways pastors identified for effectively evangelizing young adults 
included things like intentional college ministry, inviting young adults to church activities 
or worship, enhancing the church’s web presence, sermons, and simply being an 
authentic Christian community. As one pastor said, “I believe that our most powerful tool 
of evangelism is our life together as the people of God. We witness to folks young and 
old through our worship and the depth of relationships among those in the congregation.” 
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Questions 14 and 15 asked pastors to describe the obstacles associated with 
evangelizing young adults.  
Question 14 specifically asked, “What are some of the biggest challenges you 
face in sharing the gospel with young adults?” Answers fell into four general categories 
(N=37). First, approximately 70% of VMC pastors (N=26) identified the culture gap 
between the church and the world of young adults as a significant challenge to sharing 
the gospel with them. A majority of these pastors blamed the gap on the perception that 
the church harbors hostility and an unwelcoming attitude toward the broader culture, or 
that it exhibits inauthentic expressions of Christianity. Alternatively, others located this 
gap primarily in the captivity of young adults to a humanistic, individualistic, 
consumeristic, biblically illiterate society. Still other pastors named their own fears or 
inability to find common ground with young adults. Second, 35% of VMC pastors 
(N=13) complained of a lack of access to young adults. Access may be limited by the 
pastors’ own time constraints, the lack of natural relational connections, or the barriers of 
young adults who are busy with work and schooling. Third, about 30% of VMC pastors 
(N=11) cited a lack of interest on the part of young adults as an obstacle to sharing the 
gospel with them. They observe this lack of interest primarily in the sporadic church 
attendance of young adults. Finally, about 27% of VMC pastors (N=10) pinpointed 
limited resources as a barrier to evangelizing young adults. These limited resources may 
come in the form of a paucity of volunteers for leading young adult ministry, low levels 
of gifting or practice in young adult ministry among pastors themselves, or insufficient 
numbers of young adults to justify age-specific programming.  
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Question 15 probed the common observation that many young adults hold a 
negative image of the church, asking specifically, “How have you experienced that in 
your ministry, and what are you doing to respond?” Pastors (N=35) responded in three 
primary ways to this question. First, a number of pastors say they have encountered 
young adults who find the church to be judgmental (and in particular, anti-gay), 
inauthentic or hypocritical, overly institutional, or irrelevant and unresponsive to young 
adult interests. In response, they suggest openly acknowledging the church’s 
shortcomings, living “like we actually believe this stuff,” creating space for less 
conventional forms of church, offering age-specific ministries for young adults, helping 
to bridge the gap between generations, involving young adults in bringing about change, 
addressing social issues that young adults care about, and praying for young adults. 
Second, a smaller number of pastors cite the immaturity and apathy of young adults as a 
source of their absence from church. They suggest intentionally reaching out to young 
adults to build relationships and inviting them to experience creative expressions of 
church (e.g., food and conversation around scripture). Finally, several pastors stated that 
they have encountered no negative attitude among the young adults in their churches, 
citing their efforts to involve young adults in all areas of church life and ministry.  
Beliefs about Christian Practices and Discipleship among Young Adults 
Questions 17 to 19 aimed to identify the Christian practices pastors believe are 
important in the ongoing discipleship of emerging adults. The results of question 17 are 
displayed in table 4.5. To aid in interpretation, the Christian practices are presented in 
order from most essential to least essential based on the mean response, rather than in the 
order in which they appeared in the questionnaire.  
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Table 4.5: VMC Pastoral Perspectives on Essential Christian Practices 
Q17 - Rate the following twenty-five Christian practices according to their importance for growing as 
followers of Jesus. 
  
Not 
important 
Somewhat 
important 
Very 
important Essential N Mean St Dev 
Offering grace and forgiveness 
to others 
0.00% 0.00% 13.89% 86.11% 36 3.86 0.35 
Gathering with others for 
worship 
0.00% 0.00% 19.44% 80.56% 36 3.81 0.40 
Showing love and respect to all 
people 
0.00% 2.78% 13.89% 83.33% 36 3.81 0.47 
Telling the truth 0.00% 0.00% 25.00% 75.00% 36 3.75 0.44 
Reading or studying the Bible 0.00% 2.78% 25.00% 72.22% 36 3.69 0.52 
Asking for God's direction in 
life 
0.00% 2.78% 27.78% 69.44% 36 3.67 0.53 
Confessing your sins 0.00% 0.00% 33.33% 66.67% 36 3.67 0.48 
Giving thanks to God regularly 0.00% 0.00% 33.33% 66.67% 36 3.67 0.48 
Hearing teaching/preaching 
from the Bible 
0.00% 2.78% 33.33% 63.89% 36 3.61 0.55 
Serving those in need 0.00% 0.00% 38.89% 61.11% 36 3.61 0.49 
Praying for others 0.00% 0.00% 44.44% 55.56% 36 3.56 0.50 
Spending time alone with God 0.00% 2.78% 41.67% 55.56% 36 3.53 0.56 
Pursuing peace and 
reconciliation 
0.00% 11.11% 27.78% 61.11% 36 3.5 0.70 
Giving generously 0.00% 5.56% 50.00% 44.44% 36 3.39 0.60 
Sharing the gospel 0.00% 11.11% 44.44% 44.44% 36 3.33 0.68 
Reserving sex for marriage 0.00% 16.67% 36.11% 47.22% 36 3.31 0.75 
Meeting with a small group or 
Sunday school class 
0.00% 13.89% 47.22% 38.89% 36 3.25 0.69 
Practicing Sabbath rest 0.00% 13.89% 50.00% 36.11% 36 3.22 0.68 
Taking Communion or the 
Lord's Supper 
0.00% 16.67% 47.22% 36.11% 36 3.19 0.71 
Living a healthy lifestyle 0.00% 19.44% 44.44% 36.11% 36 3.17 0.74 
Working for social justice 0.00% 22.22% 47.22% 30.56% 36 3.08 0.73 
Taking care of creation 2.78% 30.56% 38.89% 27.78% 36 2.92 0.84 
Living simply 0.00% 38.89% 44.44% 16.67% 36 2.78 0.72 
Engaging in cross-cultural 
mission or service 
0.00% 52.78% 36.11% 11.11% 36 2.58 0.69 
Singing together with other 
Christians 
8.33% 41.67% 33.33% 16.67% 36 2.58 0.87 
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Based on their responses, it appears that the practices VMC pastors see as most 
essential are concentrated on one's interpersonal relationships and one's relationship with 
God, in that order. Less essential were embodied practices like giving, communion, 
reserving sex for marriage, taking Sabbath, or cultivating a healthy lifestyle, and 
especially doing tangible social good (social justice, creation care, simple living). It is 
interesting to note that the lower the mean rating of how essential a Christian practice 
was to the spiritual growth of young adults, the more pastors tended to disagree about it. 
The three practices with the least agreement were reserving sex for marriage, taking care 
of creation, and singing together with other Christians.  
Question 18 invited pastors to augment the above list of Christians practices with 
others they consider important. The top ten are listed in descending order of frequency in 
table 4.6. Missional practices and mentoring relationships stand out as most mentioned.  
Table 4.6: VMC Pastoral Perspectives on Other Important Christian Practices 
Q18 - What other Christian practices would you add to this list and why? N=27 
Serving, sharing the gospel, and discipling your literal neighbor 6 
Peer and intergenerational relationships of accountability 6 
Personal and group study of Scripture and theology 4 
Not neglecting worship together as some are in the habit of doing 3 
Inner healing, anointing and deliverance from idols 3 
Infilling and empowering of the Holy Spirit 2 
Hospitality and welcome toward all 2 
Sharing food and prayer with family and friends 2 
Contemplative practices like conscious examine and listening prayer 2 
Fasting 2 
Assorted practices such as Sabbath form market activity, believers’ baptism, steady 
walk with Christ over months and years, and taking responsibility and leadership 
1 each 
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 Question 19 was descriptive in nature, asking pastors to name ways they see 
young adults getting involved in their congregation. The underlying assumption of the 
question was that these would be avenues of Christian discipleship for young adults.  
 Almost two thirds of the respondents (22 of 35) named some form of participation 
in worship, especially music and worship leading, but also simply attending worship, and 
to a lesser extent participating by preaching, serving as ushers, managing technology, and 
reading Scripture. About one third of the pastors (12 of 35) have observed young adults 
involved in teaching ministries, especially among children and youth. A similar number 
(11 of 35) identified service as an area of involvement for young adults. Nearly one 
fourth (8 of 35) mentioned participation in sharing or preparing meals, and the same 
number indicated that small groups are an area of involvement for young adults. Seven 
pastors named leadership roles as a way that young adults are contributing to church life, 
whether as a leadership body or committee member, trustee, or deacon. An assortment of 
other activities were mentioned once or twice, such as mission trips, creation care, Bible 
studies, financial giving, and strategy games.  
Question 21 elicited pastoral perspectives on challenges they face in the ongoing 
discipleship of young adults. The most frequent answer was time (14 of 34) due to the 
busyness of young adults, and to a lesser extent, that of pastors. About one fourth of 
pastors (9 of 34) identified young adult apathy toward church as an obstacle to 
discipleship. Much lower numbers named nominal or unorthodox Christianity (4 of 34), 
generational tension between older and young adults (4 of 34), cultural accommodation 
(3 of 34), transience due to stage of life (3 of 34), and a lack of pastoral skill (3 of 34) as 
barriers to the ongoing discipleship of young adults.  
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 Questions 20 and 22 sought strategies for the ongoing discipleship of young 
adults. Question 20 specifically asked for “the most effective ways you and your 
congregation are helping young adults grow as followers of Jesus.” The most frequent 
answer pastors gave (10 of 35) was what one respondent called “unofficial mentoring” 
through intentional, face-to-face relationships. Tying for second (7 of 35) were offering 
opportunities for young adults to use their gifts and involving young adults in small 
groups or accountability relationships. Preaching “challenging and relevant” sermons was 
mentioned by a small number of pastors (4 of 35), and the same number identified the 
need for supporting the interests of young adults. A similar number of pastors (3 of 35) 
named young adult ministries, intergenerational relationships, and simply offering 
encouragement to young adults as important ways to foster their spiritual maturity. The 
remaining responses mentioned once or twice included worship, praying for them, 
welcoming them, showing practical care, opportunities to serve the community, 
internships, and as one pastor put it, being an “authentic example to them of what God is 
doing in my life” (author’s emphasis).   
 Question 22 invited pastors to reflect on what helps children and youth stay 
connected to church as they navigate the transition to young adulthood. One third of 
pastors (12 of 36) identified meaningful intergenerational relationships as a key factor. 
Similarly, one fourth (9 of 36) named healthy family relationships, especial with parents 
who model “vital, authentic faith.” About one fifth (7 of 36) said “valuing their voice” 
was an important way to keep children and youth involved in the church as they 
transition to young adulthood. Less frequent were answers such as opportunities to serve 
within or beyond the congregation (6 out of 36), age-specific programming for children, 
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youth and youth adults (5 out of 36), healthy peer relationships (4 out of 36), leadership 
opportunities, the chance to “make a difference in community and world,” and honest 
engagement of Scripture with culture (all 3 out of 36). The following list garnered two 
mentions by pastors: “doing something they suggest even if off-the-wall,” genuine 
relationship with Jesus, remaining in one’s home community, involvement in worship as 
children and youth, freedom to explore their faith, marriage to another Christian, and 
attending a Mennonite college (though the respondents disagreed about whether this was 
helpful or not!).  
 Finally, question 23 asked pastors to name any other ideas they might have 
regarding effective strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults. Their 
responses are summarized in table 4.7.  
Table 4.7: Additional VMC Pastoral Perspectives on Effective Young Adult 
Ministry 
Q23 - Is there anything else you would like to say about how churches can effectively evangelize and 
disciple young adults? N=23 
Demonstrate the relevance and life-changing power of the gospel  9 
Adapt to culture/interests of young adults 5 
Give real decision-making power to young adults 4 
Offer mentoring and caring relationships with older adults 4 
Commit time and money to young adult ideas and ministry 3 
Provide opportunities to be “on the front lines of ministry” 2 
Honest conversation in the context of loving relationships 2 
Connecting faith to real life issues of justice and stewardship 2 
 
 
Kauffman 120 
 
Research Question #2:  Description of Evidence 
What strategies or approaches toward young adult ministry are pastors 
employing in local churches whose young adult ministry is thriving? 
The evidence in response to RQ#2 was derived from six Pastoral Interviews about 
Young Adult Ministry with the lead pastors of churches with a thriving young adult 
ministry. The protocol for these semi-structured interviews included a demographic 
section eliciting data about each pastor and the congregation for which he or she serves as 
lead pastor, a section about understandings of evangelism and the opportunities and 
challenges of sharing the gospel with young adults (Q1-Q6), a section about discipleship 
practices and the opportunities and challenges pastors face in helping young adults grow 
into mature followers of Jesus (Q7-Q15), and a final question inviting any further 
reflections about effective strategies for evangelizing and discipling young adults (Q16). 
Because the interviews were semi-structured, and because they were limited to 
approximately 90 minutes in length, not every question in the protocol was addressed in 
every interview. The data from the Pastoral Interviews about Young Adult Ministry will 
be presented under the following four headings: Effective Strategies for Evangelizing 
Young Adults, Obstacles to Evangelizing Young Adults, Effective Strategies for 
Discipling Young Adults, and Obstacles to Discipling Young Adults.  
Effective Strategies for Evangelizing Young Adults 
The pastors identified five different approaches to evangelizing young adults that 
they considered effective. These included a gospel concerned with all of life, authenticity 
in relationships, a style of witness that is incarnational, a culture of hospitality, and the 
example of pastors themselves engaging in evangelism.  
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Gospel for All of Life 
While pastors were not asked directly for their understanding of the gospel, the 
topic consistently emerged as they talked about what they and their congregations are 
doing to share the gospel with young adults. Perhaps the best representative comment that 
encapsulates the understandings of the six pastors as a whole was shared by Pastor A, 
who posed the question this way: “How are we going to help people build a life that’s 
centered on Christ? I mean, that’s the goal.” Inherent in this comment is an understanding 
of both the objective and subjective dimensions of the gospel. The gospel is about a 
person and an event – the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ – which conveys 
“universally right belief about God” (Pastor F). As such, authentic preaching of the 
gospel needs to be centered on that objectively true content, as Pastor E argued: 
“Whatever subject I’m preaching, if it does not require Jesus, then I probably shouldn’t 
preach it. You know what I mean? Does it require the person and work of Jesus Christ?” 
Yet pastors also contended that the truth revealed in Jesus needs to be personally 
appropriated and allowed to impact every area of life. Pastor D articulated it this way:  
So, for us, the gospel isn’t just a formula, hey, Jesus was born, he lived a perfect 
life, he died, and he resurrected. Those things are true, right, we believe and hold 
to those things. And if you believe that and pray this prayer, then you’ll be saved 
and you can go to heaven. Again, that’s not untrue. But man, there’s – we believe 
that the gospel is so much more rich than that. We talk about the gospel for all of 
life.  
That gospel for all of life includes “inner healing and deliverance” (Pastor B) from 
brokenness and sin, as well as a new citizenship, “going from the kingdom of darkness to 
the kingdom of light” (Pastor C). This kingdom also makes claims on our individual and 
corporate lives, both within and beyond the church. Again, to quote Pastor D: “I do think 
every time we get up and announce the kingdom on Sunday morning, if we’re not 
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addressing the issues that we’re dealing with both as individuals and as a community, and 
broader as a nation, I don’t know if we’re actually preaching the gospel, right?” In sum, 
the pastors agreed that a holistic gospel is an important part of young adult ministry. 
Authentic Relationships 
Without exception, the pastoral interviews identified authentic relationships as a 
primary means of sharing the gospel with young adults and attracting them to the church. 
“Most of the people that come to faith at [our church],” explained Pastor D, “come to 
faith through a relationship they have with someone at [our church].” By authentic, 
pastors meant two things: forming genuine friendships with non-Christians (or nominal 
Christians), and being authentic about one’s faith in Jesus in the context of those 
friendships. With regard to genuine friendship, Pastor B expressed the following: “We 
encourage mentors and families and leadership, you know, to love people, to show a 
genuine interest in people. They’re not, people, they’re not stupid, man. People know, 
people know when you really love, showing genuine love.” Concerning authentic faith, 
Pastor A put it this way: “I think young adults are testing, like, they’re testing 
authenticity all the time. That is such a big word. Maybe it will quit being so trendy soon, 
but they say it a lot, they care about that, and so if I'm being authentic with what my faith 
is about their life and circumstances, I think that's good.” Such relationships also require 
intentionality. Pastor C has encouraged members to identify their “one”, as in, “think 
about one person in particular who doesn't know Jesus.” Commenting on a series he 
preached on “being public with your faith,” Pastor F stated, “We equipped our people to 
invite their friends [to church]. We supported our small groups so that they could have 
conversations with non-Christians in the room with them.” Yet it is natural to build on the 
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relational networks young adults already have, as Pastor E observed: “So young adults 
are herd-like as well. … If you reach, you know, the gatherers, the whole group is going 
to come. And they're going to be influenced because they came.” Pastor C concurred, 
giving the following example from one of the church’s small groups:  
They've been meeting every week, once for dinner and the actual study and all 
that, and then on the off week, they’ll go to a park or a brewery or a backyard or 
whatever. So this one couple has a “one,” who they’ve been praying for and 
thinking about it, and they invited them to their house on this off week when they 
were having a cookout, and they came. And they were … talking to this person 
and they were like, “Wait a minute. You guys all go to the same church, don't 
you?” And they're like, “Well, when do you guys meet?” He’s like, “Well, would 
you want to come?” And he was like, “Maybe.” And they were sort of surprised 
at this person who they didn't think would have interest in faith, was like, “Well, 
yeah, I’d come, I guess you guys are all there, can't be that bad…” So, I think 
that's the strategy, that that's how people come to faith. 
In other words, real relationships with Christians are an avenue for young adults to 
encounter the gospel in action.  
Incarnational Witness 
Closely related to the idea of authentic relationships is incarnational witness. 
While evangelism does happen at church events, it happens more naturally through the 
witness of believers in their everyday lives. In Pastor E’s words, “I just had a big vision 
of saying wherever you work, wherever you live, wherever you play – location, vocation, 
recreation – make that your mission field.” Pastor F described it as church in its organic 
form: “It’s the church as organism when we're moving out in all the square inches of this 
world as neighbors, citizens and workers.” Encouraging such organic witness is a key 
way Pastor A promotes evangelism: “I have coaching conversations with [church 
members] who are relating to non-Christians and wanting to share their faith. More than 
strategies, … I try to strengthen these persons in their sense of the Holy Spirit’s work 
within them and through them in these conversations and relationships so that they don't 
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give up.” Pastor B emphasized that such witness begins at home: “Families connect with 
families and eventually a relationship emerges there, and from that relationship emerges 
evangelism. It’s almost always that way.” Pastor E added that one’s place of work is also 
an avenue of witness: “Whatever job you have, if you’re a teacher, be an excellent 
teacher, and you don't have to … be a Bible waving person. But it’s like, somebody’s 
going to say, ‘Hey, why is it that you have patience with this?’ And so a life of excellence 
for us is evangelism.” Pastor D offered a compelling example of a person coming to faith 
through this kind of incarnational witness: 
The way we met [John], for example, we were … playing basketball. And we just 
happened to – we needed an extra player on our team, and he came and played 
with us. And one of the young guys at church was just talking to him and said, … 
“Hey man, what you got going on?” He’s like, “I’m bored out of my mind. It’s 
summertime.” He’s like, “Well, man, let’s go get some lunch.” They went and got 
lunch. They invited him out to church, and he came out to church that next 
Sunday… Someone said, “Hey, how are you doing? Nice to see you.” And he was 
like, “I don’t know about this whole Jesus thing. I’m just here to see so-and-so 
who invited me.” He came out, he liked it. He came to my [small] group that 
summer. … He came out for three or four weeks. And then he just randomly said, 
“Hey, I’d really like to learn more about Jesus. Can we just start reading the Bible 
together?” “Sure, man. Let’s meet at Chick-fil-A on this day” – whatever day it 
was – “for breakfast.” And we start reading through … the Gospel according to 
John. I think it was eight or nine weeks in, we sat down and he said, “I get this, 
man. I just, I wanna follow Jesus, man. Can I get baptized? Can I?” You know. So 
we processed about it a little bit together, we prayed together. So it wasn’t one of 
those things where it was like a formula, where I said, “Do this and say this 
prayer, and you’ll be saved.” … I wasn’t even pressing the guy, you know. So 
that’s how a lot of these things happen. That’s what evangelism looks like for us. 
These pastors concurred that Christians who live out their faith in the neighborhood and 
the marketplace are an effective means of connecting young adults both with the gospel 
and with Christian community.  
Culture of Hospitality 
Another related approach to evangelizing young adults that appeared in all of the 
pastoral interviews was an intentional culture of hospitality. Such a culture begins with 
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making space in our lives for others, as Pastor F aptly described: “We also have a culture 
of hospitality in our church. We … encourage people to not be so busy at church that they 
can't be faithful as neighbors and as workers and citizens.” Pastor D added, “If I’m asking 
you to come to church two or three times a week, … I’m taking you away from the 
dining room table. I’m taking you away from your neighbors. And I don’t know if I can 
be a good evangelist if I’m not a good neighbor.” Limiting church commitments also 
fosters a healthy family life, as Pastor B highlighted: “We don’t put too much of a 
demand on people, like every single day you have to be here. That’s just not possible. 
That’s also attractive, you know. We encourage family.” Pastor F pointed out how the 
home can then become an avenue to the church: “There in homes, at dinner tables…, 
[non-Christians], through relationships, come into the life of the church. And we have 
evangelized them in and through the mode of hospitality.”  
These pastors also model such hospitality by opening their homes to others. 
“Everybody has been in my house,” explained Pastor B. “Everybody has had dinner with 
us, everybody knows my house, my family, my children. So yeah, it’s just a model that 
multiplies.” At the same time, it is important to keep in mind what works best for people 
new to the church. For example, Pastor A used to host a welcome brunch for new church 
attenders at home, but now holds it at the church after worship because “people are a 
little more likely to stay.”  
Worship is also a space where these congregations seek to practice hospitality 
toward those exploring faith. Pastor B cites the “inviting atmosphere of the service” as 
attractive to visitors: “It is loud, it’s contemporary, it’s free to express through worship. I 
also think that the message we provide is practical. I’m always concerned about being 
Kauffman 126 
 
practical with what I’m teaching.” Pastor E intentionally attempts to bridge the cultural 
gap between the church and the world of young adults through using culturally relevant 
language that does not sacrifice substance:  
We don't have a traditional setting. And I know myself … as the primary 
preacher, communicator, and voice, it’s just in my background, I have a vast 
reach in the sense of being hip-hop influenced but yet theologically sound. … So, 
… we can use big words but it’s also using colloquialisms and things like that that 
help people say, “Huh, you're just like me.” … So it closes the gap.  
Coming at it from the opposite direction, Pastor F teaches members how to prepare their 
friends for a more liturgical church experience, while still seeking to make worship 
comprehensible to newcomers: 
We're not doing the seeker sensitive worship. What we would say is worship is 
first of all for God’s people, and our goal is not for it to be comfortable for non-
Christians, but to be comprehensible. And that's what we aim at, so we train our 
church members in the new members class on how to invite people to a liturgical 
church, and it’s not… Like I grew up in a church where I would say, “Come to 
church with me. You'll love the music. You'll love the sermons. They’re very 
much for you.” We’ve intentionally said, tell your friends…, “It will be weird, but 
stay with me. … I'll teach you how to do it, when to stand and when to sit, and 
you'll discover that you were made for this.” … So, in our sermons I try not to use 
specialist Christian language, and also I try to always consider the objections and 
the perspective of the unconvinced, and I try to reason with them…  
The common thread in these pastoral interviews was that hospitality should characterize 
Christian witness whether in the home or in public worship.  
Pastoral Modeling 
A final evangelistic practice evident in every pastoral interview was the personal 
example of the pastors themselves. Pastors consistently demonstrated “a hunger and thirst 
for people who don't yet know Jesus to know Jesus” (Pastor C). For some, it showed up 
in their prayers: “I pray almost every single day that we would become more 
evangelistic” (Pastor F). For others, it appeared in their regular practice of inviting people 
to respond to the gospel in their preaching: “So every service we have, we do an 
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invitation to come and to know Christ. So … no matter where we preach out of the 66 
books [of the Bible], it must intersect with the cross and resurrection” (Pastor E). Still 
others practiced evangelism in their conversations with young adults unsure of their faith:  
They might not be expressly prioritizing their faith in Jesus or their relationship 
with the Bible or whether they believe in God, but I want to make sure that some 
of that content is there, and it's one of the greatest things is if I can spot, like, if I 
can name something that they said, “Oh, do you think that was God’s care for 
you?” (Pastor A).  
Whether through their own prayers, their preaching, or their personal relationships, 
pastors practicing effective ministry with young adults exemplify an evangelistic 
lifestyle.  
Obstacles to Evangelizing Young Adults 
Two overarching obstacles to effective evangelism among young adults became 
clear in the data from the pastoral interviews. These obstacles were the cultural gap 
between the church and the broader world and the chaotic lives and beliefs of persons in 
this stage of life.  
Cultural Gap between Church and World 
The primary obstacle to sharing the gospel with young adults that pastors named 
was the gap between the church and the broader culture that young adults inhabit. This 
gap took a variety of forms. One pastor focused on the individualism endemic to our 
culture: “Individual experience of God is critical, but it's not primary” (Pastor F). Another 
emphasized the challenge of politics: “We have to realize that the politics of Jesus and his 
kingdom, they don’t line up with the politics of the Democrat and the Republican parties” 
(Pastor D). But the only dimension of this gap between the church and the world that 
appeared in every interview was the topic of relationships and sexuality. Pastor A cited a 
pastoral “failure” in relating to a young woman who was attempting to explore 
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relationships through dating apps but felt judged by others at church. “I didn’t say, ‘If 
Jesus has the truth for your life, what would he say about [all this]?’” The remaining 
pastors all cited young adult attitudes toward same-sex relationships as a significant 
challenge. As Pastor D put it, “I think the orthodox church and its stand on gender and 
sexuality is an issue. I think we have to learn how to communicate well about that. I think 
young people, millennials, are very – even conservative-thinking millennials are skeptical 
about the church’s stand on those things.” Three pastors mentioned losing young adults 
because they as pastors hold to the church’s historic teaching on marriage. Even so, one 
of those pastors has seen other young adults join the church because of that stand, and the 
other two said conversations on the topic were difficult but illuminating for their young 
adult interlocutors. As Pastor F reported about a series of meetings with one young man, 
“After a couple weeks he said, ‘I get it. I see what you’re saying. I see that you, you're 
not a jerk, that you are loving, but you disagree.’” Other pastors were open about their 
experiences of ministering to persons who are same-sex oriented. As Pastor B shared,  
We believe that marriage remains firm between a man and a woman. We have 
nothing against people as far as their preference. … We accept them. We have 
ministered to people who have come with preferences. Two persons stayed. Two 
persons did not stay. … But, based on the experiences we have had, we believe 
that if a person comes and receives ministry, who has had homosexual tendencies, 
we have seen cases in which the person is transformed. 
In sum, a significant challenge to sharing the gospel with young adults is navigating the 
different expectations the church has about values expressed in North American culture, 
including individualism, political polarization, and changing sexual norms.  
Chaotic Lives and Beliefs 
A second set of challenges related to sharing the gospel with young adults 
centered around their own chaotic stage of life. Several pastors mentioned the transience 
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of young adulthood. In Pastor A’s words, “Their lives are more turbulent than the lives of 
many of the older adults with whom I relate. They don’t necessarily have steady 
employment, or steady homes or predictable housemates year to year, or permanent 
relationships, and this makes it difficult for them to prioritize faith development.” Others 
focused on what one pastor called the “whacked out” theology of young adults. One 
pastor cited the term coined by Christian Smith and Patricia Snell to describe the default 
religion of American youth and young adults: Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. “They’re 
unwilling to say, ‘I’m right and you’re wrong.’ And that strikes to the very core of 
Christianity” (Pastor F). Even those with some church background may hold heterodox 
views because, as Pastor E stated, “I mean really, there’s a lot of people tossed to and fro 
with the wind in doctrine.” In other words, the instability of young adult life patterns and 
beliefs presents a significant challenge to sharing the gospel effectively with this age 
group.  
Effective Strategies for Discipling Young Adults 
Seven different themes emerged as the pastors reflected on what works in their 
efforts to disciple young adults. These themes included mentoring relationships, small 
groups, intergenerational connections, rigorous engagement with the Bible, leadership 
development, Christian practices, and patient love.  
Mentoring Relationships 
Regarding effective ways pastors and churches are helping young adults grow as 
followers of Jesus, the topic of mentoring came up in every interview. In some cases, 
mentoring takes on a formal, programmatic shape. Pastor B, for example, sees 
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mentorship groups as the primary way new believers are discipled in the faith, after they 
have gone through the church’s new members retreat: 
After they return from the retreat, one or two weeks after, there are people that 
have already been with us many years, and they take time to teach a group of two-
three persons, four persons max, weekly. They take a period of seven months 
where they touch on the basic foundations of the Christian life. … We have two 
guides. The first guide speaks about the foundations of the Christian life, … the 
second part speaks already a bit more about how to share the gospel, a little more 
like a leadership role, not too deep, just letting you know that, you know, you’re 
here for a reason. … And those are varied groups. They are groups – they meet in 
the church, they meet at home. We call that mentorship.  
In other cases, mentoring happens when a young person joins a particular ministry, such 
as serving with music or children’s ministry, as Pastor D explained:  
Right, so, if I’m a musician, and I’m training someone who might be a better 
musician than me, but I am helping them understand what our role here is, I’m 
actually – number one, I’m forming someone into the image of Christ because 
they are, they’re actually moving to a place of serving, you know, not performing, 
does that make sense? So in that sense, man, we’re making disciples. I’ve got, you 
know, [our children’s ministry], so I’m not just helping make disciples of 
children, I’m working with someone else who may be ahead of me in their walk 
with Jesus, or maybe a little behind me in their walk with Jesus, but we’re 
walking together. We’re making disciples in that way. So every single thing we 
do we’re always trying to think about how are we being formed, and how are we 
forming others. 
Still other churches do not structure mentorship in a formal way, but discipling 
relationships are a basic part of the church’s DNA. According to Pastor E, “All of my 
leaders …, the pastors and elders, staff and … the volunteers, we all – it's just a 
challenge. … Are you discipling somebody? Are you being discipled? … So that's just in 
the culture.” Pastor F put it this way: “Imitation. The Bible says imitate God. The Bible 
says imitate Jesus. The Bible says imitate your church leaders. And the Bible says imitate 
heroes of the faith. So we teach our people, you need to have these four dimensions of 
imitation going on in your life.” The purpose of such imitation is to conform the lives of 
young adults to the values of God’s kingdom. As Pastor C argued, “I think the most 
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powerful thing is when our heart’s desires are seeking God's. … Now that means for 
young adults, … I think the most effective thing is helping them understand what they're 
really after and what they really want.” Mentoring then, whether done by pastors or other 
church members, and whether in a group setting or one-on-one, is a critical practice for 
helping align the aspirations of young adults with God’s vision for their lives. 
Small Groups 
Another context for discipling young adults that all pastors named was small 
groups. In half of the churches, small groups are the primary structure for church life, and 
include dimensions of discipleship such as connecting with God through Scripture and 
prayer, building supportive and accountable relationships with other Christians, and 
pursuing missional engagement in the community. Pastor D stated:  
So, the heart of our church is the [small] group setting. And so these [small] 
groups, … we meet in a home, eat a meal, we look at the Bible or the Scriptures, 
we pray together. We facilitate mission, local mission from these … groups. Like 
is there something your particular group is excited about in our city, like a 
particular need that you could get, that someone’s already engaged with? Let’s 
rally that group around that need... 
Most small groups meet in homes, though some might gather in public spaces like coffee 
shops. Some of these small groups are geographically organized and intergenerational, 
while others form around common interests or stage of life. In several cases, small groups 
are seasonal, taking breaks over the summer or holidays to allow periods of rest and to 
generate excitement when groups resume. Size ranges from just a few people to up to 
thirty. Nearly all of these churches designate small group leaders and provide training and 
support so they can lead their groups effectively, and in several cases, young adults serve 
as small group leaders. Pastor C cautioned, however, against putting young adults in 
charge of small groups without adequate support, citing a specific example: 
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The [small groups] that failed were the ones that were started without good 
leadership assistance, or the assistance wasn't there long enough. Like we helped 
to start one with a young couple. It was going great. They changed the night 
without telling us. It was when we had soccer practice, so we could not go 
anymore, and then within three months it was done. None of them are at church 
anymore, at our church. Well, one couple is... We’ll see.  
Even so, Pastor F emphasized the positive relational impact of small groups on young 
adults, especially when those groups include multiple generations: “So I mean because 
this young adult’s in somebody else's home, or people are in their home, and they’re 
eating a meal together every week, they have these rich, deep relationships with families 
and with older people.” In sum, the pastoral interviews revealed that small groups are an 
important mode of discipleship for young adults.  
Intergenerational Relationships 
That leads to another practice mentioned by all pastors as significant for 
discipling young adults: cultivating meaningful, intergenerational relationships. In Pastor 
F’s congregation, all aspects of church life are intentionally integrated, rather than 
segregated by age: 
And the reason we're intentionally integrated is, like we teach critical discipleship 
is imitation. And imitation is – one part of it is – imitating those further along in 
the faith. So, we regularly are saying to young adults, who’s mentoring you? 
Who's discipling you? What older adult do you have a significant relationship 
with? And we’re regularly saying to our older adults, what younger adult do you 
have a relationship with? 
In other cases, age-specific ministries and events do happen, but an effort is also made to 
connect different generations in meaningful ways. As Pastor E put it,  
One thing that has been lost in culture is the front porch conversation with your 
grandparents. Right, and because that's been lost, we lose out on a chunk of 
wisdom and experience. So, we want to try to re-create that in events and our 
engagement with one another and so, so we invite college students, sometimes to 
our young adults as well, to serve [at an event for older persons in the church]. 
You know to set up and break down so you could be around events that you 
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normally would not go to. And so then also we challenge the older generation to 
be intentional with emerging adults… 
The role of parents was also highlighted. Describing a recent baptism service, Pastor A 
said, “One of the things that was really moving to me was a young adult who mentioned 
specifically his parents’ faith and their commitment to being actively a part of the church. 
I mean, how many parents of teenagers here like a big, huge public thank you to the way 
you’ve raised me in the church?” Whether through intentional integration of age groups 
in all church programming or the cultivation of spaces where multiple generations can 
interact, creating space for relationships to develop across generations was considered 
significant in young adult discipleship.  
Rigorous Biblical Instruction 
In addition to these relational approaches to discipleship, pastors identified 
rigorous biblical instruction as an important dimension of young adult spiritual formation. 
The prime venue for such instruction is corporate worship, as Pastor F explained: “So, I 
think that primary [in young adult discipleship] is Scripture. And that Scripture is the 
primary way that God speaks, and the primary place where God speaks to his people 
through Scripture is in worship, and the primary event is preaching.” Pastor E 
emphasized the significant investment of time made to provide such instruction: “I spend 
X amount of time understanding the Bible to communicate it in a relevant way, to invite 
people to follow Jesus, to help them follow him in a greater way.” Recognizing the limits 
of preaching as a mode of discipleship, Pastor D provides tools for small groups to work 
at applying sermons to their lives: “I’ll send out a study guide, you know, after Sunday 
morning’s sermon, and it will have some questions and some thoughts. … I can’t speak 
to everyone about the kingdom and how it works itself out in your life in every situation, 
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but in your [small] group setting, you can certainly work toward that.” Bible studies are 
yet another setting for serious engagement with Scripture. Pastor C extolled the work of 
the church’s college ministry leader: “She has a [Bible study] that meets on Wednesday 
morning at like six in the morning with 12 college girls. It’s awesome.” Retreats are an 
additional way for biblical instruction to take place, especially when deeper levels of 
transformation at a personal level are desired. Pastor B expounded on the value of 
retreats: 
So we noted that the retreat was necessary because we need time to teach. In the 
retreat we have seven teachings, nothing more. So we have Friday, Saturday and 
Sunday, … we go through the Bible teaching them the concepts, the patterns that 
are repeated in the family, the doors of sexual immorality that have been in the 
family, personal sexual sins. So, ministering to that in the church, it’s a little hard. 
You don’t have time and we don’t want to embarrass anybody asking, “Okay, 
how many of you have been with a prostitute? Come here.” We don’t want to talk 
about that in church, so we take our time to speak about all that, … women on one 
side, men on the other side. 
A consistent theme, then, was the central place the Bible needs to have for effective 
young adult discipleship, whether that is in worship, small group settings, or other 
gatherings.  
Leadership Development 
Leadership development is another avenue for young adult discipleship. Pastors 
consistently demonstrated that they help young adults grow by investing in them as 
leaders, making space for them to serve in all areas of church life, and creating a context 
of both high expectation and high support. Pastor C mentioned the church’s college 
ministry in particular:  
For me …, it's a seedbed for young missional, entrepreneurials, or young 
missional leaders. Ministry like that is such a phenomenal place, like that kind of 
a setting, such a phenomenal place to dump some young adults in … who have a 
heart for Jesus, let them discover their gifts, figure it out, fail epically, run to the 
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end of themselves very quickly, and then have to turn and rely on Jesus and then 
see what comes out of it. 
In at least two churches, young adults have even served on the governing body of the 
church, which Pastor F views as a training ground for future leaders:  
And our [church] council, … we’ll have two-three of them will be in the young 
adult category. So we intentionally bring young adults into that, … not as much 
for what they have to offer, but so that when they're in their 40s and 50s they 
know how to contribute to institutions. So, we intentionally work young adults 
into the pipeline of leadership. 
Others prioritize the ongoing formation of their leaders, young adult and otherwise, and 
create a feedback loop for what they are learning in ministry. Pastor B explained, “Those 
twenty-five mentors that we have at church, I meet with them once a month, and it’s to 
continue … giving them tools to teach, listening to their challenges, and we pretty much 
review the whole thing again. How are we praying? Anything that we are doing wrong? 
What are we doing right?” Pastor D believes in investing in potential young adult leaders 
even if they never rise to leadership: “We encourage our leaders, if you see potential, or 
someone is faithful, available, teachable and compatible, invest in them. And if they’re 
not going to be a [small] group leader, that’s not a failure. You helped someone to learn 
how to follow Jesus at a deeper level. That’s a great thing.” In sum, leadership 
opportunities help young adults develop both skills for ministry and a deeper, more 
trusting relationship with God.    
Christian Practices 
Christian practices or disciplines were also a topic of discussion in the pastoral 
interviews. Corporate worship, Scripture reading, and prayer were of course mentioned, 
and in a couple of cases, following the church calendar. Beyond that, the practice that 
was mentioned most often was, as Pastor A put it, “aligning vocation with the kingdom 
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of God.” For some pastors, that meant learning to follow Jesus in all areas of life, 
including the workplace:  
I want our people to be good students, good bankers, good insurance people, a 
good coder, a good electrician, you know? You need to own that, and figure out 
how what you do can be, like, done in the light of Jesus and his kingdom. I not 
only think that helps form our community, I think it forms us as we’re learning to 
do that. 
Pastor A emphasized the importance of “seeing vocation as not simply a job”: 
So, I think, you know, young adults, they have to find their way in the world and 
there are economic realities to that, and so the job piece is often a big thing. And 
talking about vocation with young adults I think is really important, and I think 
there’s a difference between some of the secular stuff about, you know, whatever 
you dream, whatever your passion is, or whatever. I mean like, Christians can talk 
about dreams and Christians can talk about passions, but I don’t think that always 
helps people set some kind of a course for their lives. And so, some of the things 
that we’re called to do and be as Christians don't show up on a job description 
anywhere, and so there's an opportunity to talk about vocation and affirm people 
living into their Christian vocation, even if they still haven’t gotten the job they 
want. 
Put more succinctly, Pastor F tells young adults, “You're a full-time minister, and that is 
as a neighbor, a citizen, and a worker.” In others words, in addition to classic spiritual 
disciplines, these pastors saw the development of a kingdom vocation as critical for 
young adult discipleship.   
Patient Love 
A final aspect of successful discipleship with young adults that pastors mentioned 
was a disposition of patient love. Effective ministry with young adults defies formulas 
and requires persistence. In the words of Pastor C, “It’s long, it’s slow work, man. It’d be 
nice to put like this like linear, ten step process in place, then when you get done, you 
know, you go through the loop again, but I don’t, I don’t know how helpful that is.” 
Similarly, Pastor A highlighted the importance of being willing to listen and adapt, even 
when young adults seem inconsistent in what they are asking of the church: “Even when 
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it's annoying and sometimes, for me, as [someone who is] no longer young adult, you 
know, you just have to keep attending because people, you know, these are real 
experiences. And again, people are not—young people are not going to be connected to a 
church that isn’t willing to listen to them.” Listening doesn’t have to mean doing 
whatever young adults suggest, however. Warning of the tendency to idolize young 
adults and their ideas, Pastor C said, “I love young adults, but who cares what they want? 
Like, I love them. Like, my whole life has been, I have served them for my entire life and 
I will continue to do that. So, it's not that I don't love them or care about them. But when 
you're a 16- to 25-year-old, you have no clue what the church should look like from an 
organizational standpoint.” Pastor E suggested the motto of “four seasons” as a helpful 
guide in young adult ministry: “If you can engage with a person through four seasons, 
you’re probably going to get the most authentic idea of them. Yeah, so, we try to say, 
don't give up on them in a year.  Four seasons. And don't, don't be impressed with the 
first presentation of the person either. Four seasons.” After all, Pastor B explained, 
transformation is the goal, and that takes time: 
I’m not rushing. I mean, you know, discipleship takes time. I think discipleship is 
a journey. So, I’m not rushing. It’s not good. For me to say, well, I need to finish 
these guys in two years. That’s a lie. I don’t think you can rush discipleship. I 
don’t think you can rush transformation. You want to read a book? Okay, go 
ahead, read the book. That doesn’t mean discipleship. I mean, I think discipleship 
means transformation. Discipleship means integration. I believe that rushing with 
discipleship and saying, “No, he already completed a year, he’s already done. 
Next ones in line.” I think that’s not wise. That’s just careless. I think you need to 
take time.  
According to these pastors, showing patient love to young adults involves avoiding 
formulaic approaches to ministry, listening deeply to them while not catering to their 
every whim, and taking the long view of discipleship as transformation over time.  
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Obstacles to Discipling Young Adults 
The two major obstacles that the pastors encountered in their efforts to disciple 
young adults were time and cultural assimilation. 
Time 
Hands down, the biggest challenge to discipling young adults that pastors named 
was time. As Pastor E put it, “Time, time, time. Discipling busy people is hard. And 
everybody's busy. Even if they’re busy doing nothing.” Part of the difficulty is with the 
learning curve young adults must undergo as they transition from adolescence to 
adulthood, as Pastor A explained: “I think it is kind of a rude awakening for people that, 
oh, now I have this adult life where I'm not, I'm not sure that the time allocation is 
working, I mean, often times the time allocation is not working out for these people. 
Many competing things.” For working class young adults, the trouble is carving out time 
amid the demands of work: 
The biggest challenge we have had … has been the time. Since, even if we are 
second generation Hispanics, we have no inheritance. We have to pay for 
everything we have. We don’t have like, our house is not paid, it’s not like my 
parents left me anything, or that my parents paid for college. It’s, you need to 
work. A lot. That’s a challenge. People work long hours. (Pastor B) 
For that reason, a number of pastors mentioned that they are committed to limiting the 
number of church involvements they ask of church members, so they have adequate time 
for a balanced life. Pastor F summed it up: “The barrier is busyness. And so our church is 
committed to not calling people into busyness and to not generating busyness or being 
complicit with it.” Successful ministry among young adults, then, needs to take into 
account the challenge of the culture of busyness.  
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Cultural Assimilation 
A second barrier to young adult discipleship that pastors named was the 
temptation to assimilate to the broader culture. Pastor B complained about “worldly 
Christians” who “live like anybody else.” A key area in which this assimilation takes 
places is personal morality. As Pastor E explained:  
Whether you are you talking about the consumption of alcohol or, I don't smoke 
but I vape, sexual activity, stewardship of finances, those are strong points that 
you can glitch on. … Moral and behavioral standards. That makes it difficult at 
times, ‘cause you have to almost have somebody unlearn, to help them learn, this 
is the way, is the way of the cross. 
Pastor C described the problem as one of identity: “The real line that's the most difficult 
is getting people from practicing Christians into fully devoted followers of Jesus, is 
lifestyle and their way of being in the world, their kingdom identity, their understanding 
of the kingdom of the world and the kingdom of God, the overlap and the 
interconnectedness and the two-footedness of that.” Others saw the problem not only in 
the assimilation of young adults to the broader culture, but in the complicity of the church 
with sinful systems. Pastor A recounted the efforts of some church members to dig into 
the question of racism: “You know if you have questions about the institutional church 
and feel like the institutional church perpetuates racism in this country, you can make a 
strong case there! So are we different? Can we be different? All of that I think is 
complex.” Consumeristic Christianity came up in conversation with Pastor D: 
So when we talk about, you know, people leaving the church, and I think it’s 
largely people who grew up in the church. I don’t think it’s millennials that didn’t 
go to church. … And it’s because we’ve had these highly programmatic churches, 
with a CEO pastor who’s kind of removed, and he’s managing things. We’re 
running these businesses... They’re just like every other business, right? And … 
the pastor is just another shopkeeper, right, just making sure he keeps his products 
in order just enough to compete with the other shopkeepers, whoever those other 
shopkeepers might be. And we just – that’s, I think that’s where the Western 
church has missed. I think that’s why people are leaving. 
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Finally, Pastor F identified individualism as a significant challenge and described efforts 
to counter that: 
So, I teach our church that the primary place where we … hear God is in 
Scripture, and the primary moment we hear God, is in worship. … So, this is the 
opposite of the evangelical world I grew up in, where your quiet time, where the 
individual hearing of God is primary. … We challenge individualism as it pertains 
to spirituality. So that the primary hearing from God and relating to God is 
corporate and individual is secondary. … So, this helps us push against 
emotivism, where your whole faith is built on your emotion. It helps us push 
against hyper-individualism, those kinds of idols in our culture.  
In sum, discipleship is a challenge with young adults because they face cultural 
assimilation on two fronts. They experience pressure to conform to the moral standards of 
the broader culture, and they encounter a church that is too often complicit with the 
racism, consumerism, and individualism of the surrounding culture.  
Research Question #3:  Description of Evidence 
What strategies or approaches do young adults identify as significant in 
ministries that lead to the conversion and ongoing discipleship of young adults? 
The evidence in response to RQ#3 was derived from six Young Adult Focus 
Groups conducted with young adults from each of the churches identified as having a 
thriving young adult ministry. The protocol for these semi-structured interviews included 
a demographic section that elicited data about each participant. It also asked about 
evangelism, including what has drawn them to church, whether they have invited other 
young adults to church or shared the gospel with them, and what they consider to be 
effective strategies and obstacles in inviting young adults to put their faith in Jesus (Q1-
Q9). A second section elicited information about discipleship, including ways the church 
is helping them grow as followers of Jesus, obstacles to becoming mature Christians, and 
practices and relationships that contribute to their growth as Christians (Q10-Q15). The 
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final question invited any further reflections about effective strategies for evangelizing 
and discipling young adults (Q16). Because the interviews were semi-structured, and 
because they were limited to approximately 90 minutes in length, not every question in 
the protocol was addressed in every interview. The data from the Young Adult Focus 
Groups will be presented under the following four headings: Effective Strategies for 
Evangelizing Young Adults, Obstacles to Evangelizing Young Adults, Effective 
Strategies for Discipling Young Adults, and Obstacles to Discipling Young Adults.  
Effective Strategies for Evangelizing Young Adults 
The focus group discussions identified five strategies considered to be effective in 
evangelizing young adults. They include presenting a gospel of transformation, seeing 
conversion as a communal process, establishing warm relational connections, 
participating in heartfelt worship, and being a living witness. 
Gospel of Transformation 
The perspective that young adults expressed most often about the content of the 
gospel was that it had something to do with the transformation of the world and 
individual people through Jesus. Yet they insisted that the gospel was not formulaic. As 
one college student put it, “I’ve been trained on how to share the gospel, which is kind of 
annoying, because you shouldn’t try to put that in a box.” (12) Even so, the participants 
in one focus group had recently been part of a discussion at their church regarding the 
content of the gospel, and one young adult ministry leader from that group had a ready 
definition to offer:  
The good news that God became a man in Jesus Christ, that he lived the life that 
we were supposed to live, he died the death that we deserved in our place, he was 
buried, raised on the third day, proving that he is the Son of God, and now offers 
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the opportunity to have a relationship with our Father, not a relationship based on 
what we can do, but based on what has already been done for us. (21) 
This definition of the gospel focused on a restored relationship between humanity and 
God through Jesus. In this group and others, traditional terms like “sin” and “repentance” 
were seldom mentioned. In addition, participants spoke more about the present-day 
benefits of a restored relationship with God than about “heaven,” which one young man 
referred to as “escapism” (29), or “hell,” about which another young man said simply, “I 
don’t believe in hell” (01). Participants often characterized the benefits of the gospel as 
personal in nature, such as a sense of purpose, fulfillment, or inner healing. Others 
accented the social justice the gospel makes possible: “I think that my faith and also what 
I would share about my faith with other people is very much oriented around the concept 
of justice. ... I see an incredible amount of injustice in the world. And so, what church 
and Jesus I guess offers is a hope for something better” (04). One young man’s story of 
conversion brought together reconciliation with God and others in a single, 
transformational experience. It is quoted at length to preserve the drama of the moment: 
09: I had a lotta hate, I had a lotta anger, and a lotta things in me, because of my 
past. And at [the church’s weekend] encounter, the message was about 
forgiveness, and it turned out that there was this person that I truly hated. This 
person, wow, this person, same way as he tried to do things to me, I tried to do 
things to him. And it turned out that that day he was right beside me. We went to 
the same encounter. So, the message was about forgiveness and here he is right 
beside me. And I’m trying, in my mind, I’m thinking, you know, like, trying to 
think, figure out how to hurt him. You know, they’re preaching to us and I’m here 
thinking like how can I hurt this guy, like, he’s right beside me. And when it was 
about time that I was, ‘cause my thinking was like, I should go with my elbow, 
like pow. That’s what was going in my mind. Then at that moment, the pastor 
comes to me and he’s like, grabs me by the hands and he’s like, “Go ask for 
forgiveness.” And I told him, “I don’t have to forgive no one. I don’t think I need 
to forgive or someone to forgive me. I’m fine.” He’s like, “No, get up and go ask 
for forgiveness.” … So I go to [the other pastor], and I go to him and I just start 
talking, “I wanna ask for forgiveness ‘cause I did this to someone,” but just you 
know to… 
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08: Get it over with. 
09: Uh huh. So, at that moment, he’s, pastor says, “God wants to give you a hug,” 
and he hugs me. And I felt that presence, like, fall over me like so strong that I 
begin to cry. And I’m standing there cleaning my tears because back, me, I used 
to be back in a gang, so to me to cry was like, this is not possible, like, these guys 
cannot see me cry ‘cause, you know, I’m tough. I can’t be crying. And there I am 
crying and crying and crying and crying. So I turn around and go straight to this 
guy that was right beside me. And I tell him, “Stand up.” And he stands up like 
afraid, because he knew me. And I told him, “I wanna ask you for forgiveness. I 
want to tell you that I love you.” And after that, he started crying. We both ended 
up crying in the middle, like, for a while. For those three days, that weekend, I 
cried like never before. And after that, it’s like, it’s hard to hate someone, you 
know, me personally. That area is where all three days God was like getting all 
that hate and everything out. Since that day and after that, I started to see and hear 
God like never before.  
Another woman emphasized how her perspective on the gospel had grown larger over 
time, from personal salvation to cosmic redemption: “I think my personal theology has 
sort of shifted ... instead of it being like, about my own personal salvation, it was about 
the bigger story about how God like wants to redeem the world, us included” (28). 
Overall, the young adults interviewed resonated with a gospel that offers the promise of 
transformation through Jesus, both in one’s personal life, and in the broader world.  
Conversion as Communal Process 
 While not every focus group shared specific accounts of young adult conversion, 
some common features did emerge. Since all participants identified as having a 
“churched” background, none gave a firsthand account of moving from a completely 
secular or non-Christian background to newfound faith in Jesus Christ. Several 
participants did, however, share stories of moving from nominal Christianity to a genuine 
Christian identity and commitment. In the case of one young man, it was a journey from 
duty to delight: 
So for me when I came to college there was still for me an aspect of going to 
church to check off a box, just to do that to be you know a good Christian, but 
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somewhere along the way my sophomore year God changed church from duty to 
delight for me. There was that, that major change and so yeah, church was a 
delight and so I wanted to go. Um, and so that took, yeah, six or seven months of 
just being in [small] group, um, going to church, and then worship became 
worship and studying the Bible became studying the Bible. So, yeah, a real 
relationship with God. (19) 
For another, conversion came in the form of taking inherited faith and owning it 
personally, through the patient witness of friends and mentors: 
And we start having these conversations of like getting to know me, hearing my 
testimony of how I even got to college and just building that intimate relationship. 
And then through that consistency, then, I find a mentor where I get [Pastor 
Steve]. And I’m being told the gospel for two years …, I’m being told the gospel, 
but I’m not really grasping it, like I understand it, I knew it, I can recite it. But 
salvation comes from when you declare it in your heart. I didn’t fully declare it in 
my heart until [last year]. And that’s through the intentionality of meeting with 
[Pastor Steve]. And him just not forcing me to accept the gospel today, like 
knowing, just having patience and the willingness to say that I’m not giving up on 
you. That even though you go back and forth of your consistency with God, one 
minute you’re pursuing him, and then you’re back in sin, and not shaming me. 
That’s… And then [last year], I gave my life to Christ. (20) 
In general, conversion was described as a process over time in the context of deep 
relationships with Christians.  
Warm Relational Connections 
 Similarly, when asked what had drawn these young adults to their current church, 
the most common answer had to do with relational connections. They either knew family 
or friends who attended the church, or they quickly developed relationships at the church, 
giving them a sense of belonging. In some cases, that connection came at the initiative of 
one of the pastors. As one young woman put it,  
When I first came, like I said, I didn’t really know anybody, but [the pastor] 
didn’t recognize me, I guess, … so he like went up to me and introduced himself, 
and I thought that was striking to me. I don’t know if that happens for everybody, 
but I just really appreciate the fact that I was a new face, didn’t really know 
anybody, and he sought me out… (27) 
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In another case, it was the pastor’s spouse who took the initiative with a visiting college 
student: “What drew me in was that I got introduced to the [pastor’s wife], and she was 
very intentional with me about meeting weekly, and just checking in with me” (23).  
In still other cases, participants cited the deliberate efforts of church members to reach 
out. Another college student recalled, “[After] inviting me to come to [the church], you 
know like, they introduce me to [Mark], to whoever, and they immediately like invite you 
out, and ask you about school and ask you about how are you doing, like how are things 
going?” (16). A whole church culture of hospitality is what made the difference in the 
case of a young woman’s non-Christian friend: 
I have a close friend. He introduced himself as atheist. Really it was kind of more 
agnostic when we got into conversation. Um, but I brought him to church, and I 
know he was like just very overwhelmed with the welcoming atmosphere, like 
[the pastor] approached him right away. Like I went to check on him and there’s 
like, he’s just talking to person after person. And like it’s been really great to see 
people seeking him out to meet one-on-one. As like a female, it’s not necessarily 
my place to like to enter into deep relationship in that way. So, it’s great that like 
it’s just happening organically, with the people being proactive and stuff like that. 
So, I know that he was really, like, at the welcome lunch and stuff, said, “I’m not 
a believer,” and all this stuff. And he was like, “They didn’t care, they were just 
so nice.” (31) 
Yet another factor for some young adults was the opportunity to connect with other 
generations. As a college student reflected, “The college ministry just kind of bridged the 
gap between my life and church, and it’s helped make a lot more connections with adults 
and kids in the church, which I find both of those types of relationships are not as 
frequent in college. You don’t get to interact with kids or adults as much.” (13) Overall, 
young adults pointed to relational warmth from pastors and church members of varying 
ages as significant in their decision to get involved at their current congregation. 
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Participatory, Heartfelt Worship 
In addition to relational connections, young adults consistently mentioned some 
aspect of corporate worship as significant in their decision to attend church. Several 
named worship style as particularly important to them, but there was no agreement across 
the different focus groups regarding the style of worship they preferred. Some 
emphasized contemporary music and a less structured worship service, while others had a 
clear preference for traditional hymns or a highly liturgical style. Instead of a common 
worship style, what seemed significant to most of these young adults was that worship be 
participatory, heartfelt, and God-focused. A young woman cited an experience of God’s 
presence as her primary reason for joining her church, which is on the more charismatic 
end of the spectrum: “I think what it was I was attracted to the church was the presence of 
the Spirit of God. You felt it as you walked in. I remember walking in, and at that 
moment we were dealing with so much other stuff, and just feeling his presence and 
feeling his love. I think that’s one of the keys of our church is the love of the Father” 
(07). On the other end of the spectrum, one young man shared his story of rediscovering 
traditional liturgy after having grown disillusioned with it as a teenager: 
So I really hated the liturgy because I had grown up in it, because it was very, at 
least in my, you know, very limited experience, just sort of everything is by rote 
and people are just mumbling through it and they’re just kind of like blah, blah, 
blah, Our Father is, you know, very emotionless. You didn’t feel a sense of people 
were making it their own at all. … But so, when I came to [my current church] 
and heard the liturgy again, it felt like I was kind of at home, like I was used to it, 
but it was actually full of energy and excitement, and like Spirit-filled, even 
though we’re praying these prescribed prayers that we pray almost every week. 
So, I just found that amazing, and that was a big part of [why I stayed]. (26) 
Regardless of worship style, what stood out as important to these young adults was a 
worship service that fostered an authentic encounter with God.   
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Living Witness 
Finally, young adults also recounted their own experiences with attempting to 
share their faith. This came both in the form of invitations to church or church events, and 
in being an incarnational witness in the context of daily life. Inviting friends to church 
was a mixed bag. Some focus group participants had success stories to tell, like this 18-
year-old college student:  
I invited a friend to our church after knowing her for a while, and I knew that her 
beliefs were very, very ... not, not normal. Not, not your typical... She just didn’t 
believe the Bible, she believed the Bible had an incredible number of layers, 
which is common but, she didn’t know what she believed. And her church near 
here, I don’t know what it is called, has very, very few kids, it’s a much older 
church. And I finally convinced her to come and she absolutely loved it, because 
the music, she loved the music, she loved, um, she came to the youth group with 
me, that was new. … [T]he whole experience was everything she wanted because 
she felt like she could believe what she believed and not be criticized. (02) 
A man in his late twenties who helps with youth ministry emphasized that same non-
judgmental attitude in how he attempts to minister to young people. “Come dressed how 
you are, come dress how you dress, don’t be somebody else when you be here. Be here 
and be you. We’re not here to change you, we’re not here to tell you what to do. We’re 
just gonna show you Jesus’ love” (06). But many others experienced rejection when 
inviting friends or neighbors to church: “So I’ve invited one guy, and of course, I mean, 
he was just totally blunt. He was like, no” (10). For another woman in her mid-twenties, 
the rejection was more subtle: “I do have a number of friends who like, either don’t go to 
church or don’t go to my church, who I’ve just expressed like, ‘Yeah, you’re welcome to 
come anytime! Like no pressure.’ … And I was thinking like, have any of those people 
actually come? I think generally no” (04).  Even so, one college senior warned against 
giving up on inviting people to church:  
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There’s always gonna be people who are going to reject Christ. And no matter 
how hard you try to pursue them and show them what genuine community is like, 
they are not willing to make the sacrifices and, um, they’re afraid. And so, you 
keep talking to them, keep inviting them out. I know for some friends, like, I’ve 
invited them out all four years, and they’ve never come, and some of them I’ve 
invited them for two and a half years, and they finally came. You know, it just, it 
takes time. (18). 
Another college senior affirmed the fact that his pastors share the gospel overtly in every 
church service: “I really appreciate the simple thing of just sharing the gospel at the end 
of every service. There’s always an opportunity for somebody to, yeah, receive salvation. 
And just the way that each pastor articulates it from their own personal experience, it’s 
not the same script” (20). Others emphasized the importance of letting one’s own 
testimony of change draw people to church: “I always remember Pastor’s words, that he 
always said, we are the pamphlet. Like, we don’t have pamphlets, but we are, by our 
testimony, by our actions, what we carry, that’s how we get people to come to [our 
church]” (07).  
More than inviting people to church, what most of these young adults considered 
to be an effective way of sharing their faith with others was developing authentic 
friendships in the everyday contexts of life. A recent college graduate described the joy 
she finds in genuine faith conversations with coworkers: “I’m stuck in a room with the 
same people for 12 hours at a time. And I have a lot of conversations. Some people are 
Christians, some people aren’t. But I just love talking about it, and it’s mostly hearing 
about other people’s experiences” (27). A college sophomore emphasized the power of 
love to awaken questions in the minds of her classmates:  
Like if you love people unconditionally, I can say that there’s never been a time in 
my life where I’ve intentionally pursued someone and loved them when they 
haven’t asked me why. … Yeah, I can’t think of a single time where someone 
hasn’t said something to me about it, like this is different. And I’m like, yeah. It’s 
because Jesus wants me to love you. It’s hard, but I love you a lot. (12)  
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“At the end of the day we are all missional,” explained a 32-year-old woman. 
We are all called to be witnesses wherever we are. And so to have a church that 
sort of sets that expectation that you are going to talk to people who aren’t 
Christians, and you, not just you need to have your five points prepared for how 
to save them, but you need to develop a relationship and a friendship and you 
need to get to know them as people the same way you get to know new Christians 
who come to the church. Um, because through those relationships you can 
witness. And I really appreciated that point as opposed to like we’re going to do 
just street evangelism and hopefully we’ll bring one person in. Like, I find the 
approach to be really realistic to really what the Bible says, but also to really how 
people live their lives. (14) 
To sum up, these young adults saw their own genuine relationships as the best context for 
sharing their faith with others their age, whether that happened in the context of gathered 
worship or in their everyday lives.  
Obstacles to Evangelizing Young Adults 
Turning now to obstacles, focus groups named two primary impediments to 
sharing the gospel with young adults. These included the perception that Christians are 
judgmental and the inauthentic witness of Christians.  
Judgmental Christians 
Focus group participants acknowledged that sharing the gospel with young adults 
is not without its challenges. The primary obstacle identified by nearly every focus group 
is the perception or experience of Christians being judgmental. One young adult (02) had 
seen this with a friend whose youth pastor had told her multiple times “she’d go to hell” 
for her unorthodox beliefs. A woman now in her thirties who works with youth put it this 
way: “I think they get judged a lot. Like the way they dress, the way they talk. And I 
think that’s just like, I’m here to know about God, but all I get is people looking at me, 
rolling their eyes, or, you know, because the way I look or the way I dress or the way I 
talk. So, I think that turns them away, because we’re not really showing the love of God” 
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(08). A young man in his mid-twenties agreed: “I think church in America has gone a 
little sideways. I mean, it’s extremely legalistic. I think most people have a very legalistic 
view of church” (10). Perhaps most detrimental was the attitude a college minister 
described experiencing toward his generation: “Knowing that this person has jumped to 
conclusions about who I am without actually even knowing me. ‘Cause there’s plenty of 
statistics on who millennials are, what we do, how we think, you know what I’m saying? 
It’s like, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that just because you read the statistics, you 
know [me]” (21). Young adults, then, fear that Christians will judge them for their beliefs 
or behaviors, or worse yet, will jump to conclusions about them before getting to know 
them personally.  
Inauthentic Christian Witness 
A related but somewhat distinct obstacle to sharing the gospel with young adults 
was the inauthentic witness of Christians, when their actions or words do not line up with 
the gospel they claim to represent. A college sophomore shared how she had experienced 
this growing up: “I just saw a lot of hypocrisy in the church and a lot of hate. And it was 
like really hard for me. And then just like, my, where I’m from, we’re in the Bible belt, 
and so everyone is, oh yeah, God bless America, but at the same time very racist and 
prejudiced people. But everyone goes to church” (12). Another woman spoke more 
generally about a heightened awareness of historic wrongdoing by Christians: “There’s a 
lot of really hurtful things that have been done in the name of Christ. There’s a lot of 
hurtful things done throughout history. And so, I feel like we’re living in a time where 
there’s a lot of reaction against that” (14). A young African American man pointed to the 
inability of Christians to give adequate answers to hard questions: “Explain pain and 
Kauffman 151 
 
suffering. Why do good people die? How can you be black and Christian when they used 
Christianity to enslave your ancestors?” (20). Other times, stereotypical Christian 
expressions both misrepresent the gospel and ring hollow in contemporary culture. Two 
college graduates posed the question starkly when asked how they communicate what it 
means to be a Christian:  
26: I think the classic answer is, you know, accepting Jesus Christ as your 
personal lord and savior. But ...  
28: It misses to much! 
26: It does miss a lot. And what does it mean for someone to be your lord or 
savior? Like, save me from what? My sin? I’m not that bad. I’m just trying to be a 
good guy and, you know, live life.”  
Hypocrisy, complicity with injustice, and shallow thinking in the Christian community all 
constitute significant obstacles to young adults longing to see a church that resembles the 
gospel it proclaims.  
Effective Strategies for Discipling Young Adults 
With regard to discipleship, focus groups identified four ways young adults are 
growing in their faith, including mentoring or small group relationships, interaction with 
multiple generations, relevant yet rigorous preaching, and personal and corporate spiritual 
disciplines.  
Discipling Relationships 
The most prominent feature of young adult discipleship that emerged in the focus 
group conversations was an emphasis on what might be called discipling relationships. In 
a majority of the churches, these take place through formal and informal mentoring. One 
example came in the form of the adult-adolescent pairs that one church encourages, 
which often continue as teenagers transition to adulthood: “I’m still connected with my 
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mentor, and we still, we still – it’s not like something’s changed. We still do the same 
stuff, even though I’ve graduated almost a year ago” (02). Another approach to 
mentoring was small, same gender groups under the tutelage of a more mature believer. 
At one church, these groups form after new members attend a weekend retreat. The 
groups last up to a year, during which time the mentor leads the group through material 
from several books. After completing that process, new members often find their way 
into some ministry or leadership role in the church. One thirty-year-old outlined the 
progression this way:  
One thing [our pastor] has always done after the [retreats] is tell us that this is a 
process, and that process, as of right now we’re crawling, and as we get through 
the discipleship and start learning more, it’s like a baby starts growing up. And at 
the beginning all we can do is drink milk. But later on, we can digest more, and 
more gets put on us, and that’s how we grow. (06) 
Mentoring also took place through formal internships, such as the one described by this 
24-year-old: 
I think for me, probably the biggest thing as a student, that had the greatest impact 
for me to follow Jesus, was I did an internship with [the lead pastor]. … Our most 
power conversations and moments of discipleship were never like, oh, let’s just 
crack open this Bible. It was always like, we’re in the car riding somewhere to 
pick up his niece, and we have some like very spiritual formation ... conversations 
that were really, really impactful. Him showing me like what does he do to write 
his sermons, and that process of pastoring and leading and those types of things 
was huge for my life. (21) 
Other times, mentoring relationships were more informal in nature, but no less effective 
for spiritual growth. A woman in her later twenties named such connections as key to her 
ongoing formation: “I know for myself, a lot of my being discipled has been helped by 
people almost my parents’ age, like, mentoring me and meeting up with me, and holding 
me accountable and asking me how I’m doing” (31). 
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In other cases, it is the small group setting where discipling relationships occur. 
Several churches make these groups a priority, including the one where this 23-year-old 
man attends: “They really encourage everyone who is regular attender to be in a small 
group. Just kinda keep a tight knit family, and focus on setting goals and meeting them, 
you know” (10). Sometimes these groups are mixed gender, but other times men and 
women meet separately to allow for genuine sharing and accountability, as this college 
junior explained: “We’ve been splitting up guys and girls so we still have time to like, uh, 
time to just be honest and open with one another and ask each other like, how are you 
really doing?” (16). A 27-year-old woman identified the way her church organizes small 
groups around geography as significant in forming discipling relationships. “When 
you’re in a small group and people live next to you, and you might walk past their house 
and start talking to them, like things like that, it just happens a lot more naturally” (28).  
Regardless of the setting, what discipling relationships have in common is the 
blend of encouragement and challenge that takes place both through observing how other 
Christians are attempting to follow Jesus, and through sharing vulnerably with them. A 
24-year-old man expressed it this way: 
I’ve even seen discipleship just in community with peers. … You don’t always 
have to look up to somebody. You can look next to you, and can you look around 
you, and see other people living for God, striving, sometimes struggling in life. 
Thank you for struggling, because I struggle too. I appreciate you telling me that 
you struggle. … I help you here, you help me there, and then we both get better 
together. (22) 
In sum, honest relationships of support and accountability are considered to be crucial for 
the ongoing discipleship of young adults.  
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Intergenerational Interaction 
Surprisingly, not every church had a ministry specifically for young adults or 
college students. What they did have in common, however, was an emphasis on 
intentional intergenerational interaction. This value for in building meaningful 
relationships across generations seemed to be woven into the fabric of the congregations, 
starting with the older adults. As one college freshman put it, “All the seniors in the 
congregation, they always know my name and they are always interested in what I’m 
doing” (01). A current college sophomore described the healing that she received through 
such overtures on the part of older adults. “Something I’ll never forget is, every single 
Sunday when I come to church, [Bob] says hi to me, and he’s like 60, and he’s the best 
guy in the world. One time he sat with me at church, and he comes to [my university] and 
prays with us... Honestly, growing up in the position I did, like, I was like I don’t like old 
people in church, and they don’t like me” (12). A college junior emphasized that 
meaningful contact across generations requires “intentionality on both sides,” but also a 
teachable disposition on the part of young adults. “I feel like I have a deep desire to learn 
from them, and I know that they have a lot to teach me” (17). A graduate student recalled 
how being part of a multigenerational congregation in his undergraduate days gave him a 
longer-term perspective on life: 
“I know in the college years, ... I longed for that family structure. I mean, even if 
it was just, oh, I tripped over a two-year-old, you know. You realize you haven’t 
seen someone younger than 18 in seven days. … Gosh, humans exist on this 
scale? I didn’t even know they made them that small. But more important, ... 
seeing the young couples who are like, oh, you’re, you know, a decade ahead. I 
could see myself in your shoes. And then you have the more, basically your 
parents there, who you’re like, yeah, I really need to talk to someone who’s seen a 
couple more years.” (30) 
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Similarly, a college senior described how sharing openly about struggles in these 
intergenerational relationships brings him hope for a lifetime of discipleship: 
“I can have somebody disciple that’s in their 30s and 40s, but I’ll also have 
somebody that’s in their 50s and 60s disciple me as well, but all keeping that 
same authenticity of sharing their struggles and sharing that, like, it doesn’t stop. 
That there’s never a point of perfection where sin doesn’t try and bog you down. 
And that constant reminder from each generation, just, it brings hope…” (20) 
Discipleship occurs, according to these young adults, in the context of relationships with 
older adults who show interest in young people, model Christian faith at different stages 
of life, and are not afraid to admit their shortcomings.     
Challenging, Relevant, Biblical Preaching 
Without exception, focus groups also mentioned preaching as a significant part of 
their own discipleship. Nearly all emphasized that such preaching was based clearly on 
Scripture. A recent college graduate involved in campus ministry put it this way: “One of 
the things to appreciate about [our church] is, that, I don’t know, the pastors don’t preach 
out of like, like their opinions or anything like that, but it’s, like, biblical truth” (24). A 
woman in her later twenties concurred, adding that references to historic and 
contemporary events are helpful in sermons, but not the substance: “I think [our pastor] 
tells a lot of good stories of things happening whether current or in the past, I mean, he 
pulls from those, but it’s primarily based on Scripture” (27). Relevance was also 
important. A woman in her early thirties expressed appreciation for both the biblical 
depth of sermons and their relevance to contemporary life: “You know, I can tell how 
much work has been put into the sermons. But then there’s also a real, like, let’s talk 
about real issues that are happening today in our world. Let’s talk about the current 
political climate” (14). A recent high school graduate was impressed with the way his 
pastor shared openly about personal faith and finances in a recent sermon. “You can hear 
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the same thing over and over and over again, but when you completely change the 
context and put it in a sermon, it makes you think about it in a new light” (02). A final 
common characteristic named about sermons was that they are challenging, both in an 
intellectual and spiritual sense. As a woman in her later twenties put it: “[The sermon] is 
usually a different spin on something that is both challenging and encouraging, rings true 
to the gospel and it is very loving, but still convicting and challenging” (31). A twenty-
one-year-old echoed the value of being challenged: “I think one of the most interesting 
things is like if you come to [our church] and listen to a sermon, I would argue out of all 
the churches I’ve been to in the area, that [our pastor], it can seem that [our pastor] calls 
out his congregation as much as any of ‘em, but he really isn’t, he’s just preaching the 
gospel. And the only reason we feel like that is we sin” (25). In general, young adults 
value preaching that is more than simply entertainment but instead strives to be genuinely 
biblical, practical, and challenging.  
Spiritual Practices 
The topic of spiritual practices came up in the context of what helps young adults 
grow as followers of Jesus. Every group referenced personal devotions in some way, 
whether personal prayer or Bible reading, or both. Several expressed appreciation for the 
encouragement they receive from their pastors to engage in personal devotions, though 
they also emphasized flexibility, like this woman in her mid-thirties: 
They do encourage us to read our Bible, like, because it’s our bread. It’s our food. 
And if we don’t do it, then we’re just going to be spiritually skinny. So yeah, it’s 
something that our pastor’s always encouraging us to do, is to read our Bible all 
the time, because it’s our weapon. If we don’t know our weapons, then the enemy 
can easily attack us. So, yeah, but at the end, it depends on the person, whether 
they want to do it or not. (08) 
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A college sophomore mentioned that the college ministry leader had helped with the 
challenge of establishing a routing by sending her and others a daily text reminder, with a 
link to resources on the web:  
Yeah, having accountability in that has helped me a lot too. … But she also 
connected me to like resources, that it’s not just Scripture. So like, it’s a little 
short devotional that goes with it, but it’s not, like, it’s a deep one... … So that’s 
been helpful. Because I like to be able to apply the Scripture, and sometimes I just 
can’t do that with my own thoughts, so that’s been really helpful to like guide it, 
and actually connect it to my life. (13) 
A recent college graduate also cited the intentional formation he had received in his 
church’s college ministry: “One of the most fundamental things I remember about [my 
church’s college ministry] was there was always this rotating series, it was like 
foundations of growing with God. And it was always talking about prayer, fasting, 
devotion, community, it was all like these simple structures that you can do at any time 
any point in your life to like grow with God” (22).  
More striking than individual spiritual disciplines was the amount of attention 
focus groups gave to corporate practices. All but one focus group mentioned the 
significance of practicing communion. For two groups, this is a weekly practice at their 
church. As one college senior put it, “We also do communion every week. [Our pastor], 
his favorite line is, ‘It’s the best meal you’ll have all week,’ so he says it every time!” 
(18). She went on to explain how communion is a shared experience at her church: 
There’s always a minute or two of just quiet that we can pray, we can pray with 
one another, we can confess, we can go pray with an elder, because they are 
always standing by to, uh, to pray with us. And, um, it’s really a good opportunity 
to engage with one another. It’s not intended to be an individual thing. Um, it is 
intended to be an interactive, you know, we are interacting with one another. So, 
it is really good. I appreciate that we do that weekly. I think it does add to um, the 
cohesion of the church and how we interact as the body. (18) 
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Similarly, a young woman new to communion as a weekly practice accented the sense of 
connection to others she feels: “I’ve never done communion every week. That’s really 
new, and going up and participating in it, and really treating it as a feast, like we are 
coming to the table, um, like as a family. And I really appreciate that” (27). In contrast, 
one young man emphasized the divine encounter in communion that he had been taught 
as a child:  
Grew up with communion, and every church we’ve been at has had communion. I 
really appreciate it. There’s more background to it, I guess. My dad would always 
break it down when we had communion when I was a kid and he’d kinda explain 
why and how you need to, you know, make your heart pure before the Lord and 
everything. So yeah, it’s pretty meaningful to me. (10) 
Five groups also made mention of fasting, though only two gave it focused 
attention. Both acknowledged the difficulty of the practice, yet still praised its benefits. 
One 25-year-old described how a communal fast heightens the sense of celebration at 
Easter: “We have an Easter sunrise service where we’ve been fasting as a church, which 
fasting is very different, and really difficult, for me, I guess. But through Thursday to 
Sunday morning or something like that, and then we have this feast together…” (29). 
Another focus group offered a detailed and enthusiastic explanation of how their church 
does an annual fast at the beginning of the year: 
07: The first week – it depends how you would like to do it – but technically, your 
first week is one meal, second week it’s vegetables and fruit, and the third is 
liquids only. You can either do it like that, or you can do it however it fits… 
06: One meal a day, I mean it’s up to you. You can do vegetables the whole three 
weeks. There’s not a rule, like, hey, did you? You’re out! 
08: It takes a lot of explanation because a lot of people don’t understand how to 
do a fast. 
07: It just gives an idea for them to do it. 
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06: And like, [our pastor] taught us too, that’s one thing I didn’t know. A fast is 
not only about foods. You can say, I’m gonna fast off… 
07: Phones 
06: Netflix. Not watch nothing. What’s causing you… 
08: Distraction 
06: Distraction, you can fast from it. And God sees it, you know, as making a 
sacrifice to seek him more by letting something else go that you usually take a lot 
of time doing, that’s either not helping you out, or just taking a lot of your time. 
So, there’s other ways to fast than just what you digest.  
Researcher: And the purpose is, as you said… 
06: To get closer to God. 
A surprise was the appreciation young adults named for the church calendar, a 
topic that came up in three focus groups. One man in his late twenties described the way 
it helped him integrate his faith into daily life: “My wife got an Advent devotional and 
candles I think this past year. Yeah, I really appreciate that the church is enabling us to be 
part of the church calendar and recognize the seasons that are coming up, not just Sunday 
morning, something that prepares for what happens on Sunday and also what’s going on 
in your life…” (05). Two young adults in their mid-twenties also mentioned the meaning 
the church calendar brings to everyday life, but added the connection the practice brings 
to the global and historic church:  
28: I think one other thing too that I wanna share – you know you brought up 
Lent, and I really appreciate how our church… I think it’s [our denominational] 
tradition, I guess, but following the church calendar through the year kind of just 
brings a rhythm to the mundane, and I look forward to those new seasons every 
year. And I’ve never really seriously practiced Lent or Advent. Like I guess I 
would recognize them, but we never really did anything in my home that was 
significantly different, and finding that rhythm kind of, again, helps me kind of 
find meaning in those small things.  
26: And the church calendar helps connect us to the worldwide church as well. 
28: Yeah, that too.  
Kauffman 160 
 
26: Currently, but also, you know, historically, thinking that Christians have 
celebrated this thing in these kind of particular ways I think is really cool. It feels 
like you’re caught up in something that… 
28: That’s bigger than yourself. 
To sum up, young adults gravitate toward personal spiritual disciplines that are 
intentional but not legalistic, and they resonate with corporate practices like communion, 
fasting, and the church calendar, which connect them both with God and other believers.  
Obstacles to Discipling Young Adults  
The two obstacles to discipleship that emerged in the focus group conversations 
were the turbulent life stage of emerging adulthood and the growing gap between the 
norms of the church and those of the surrounding culture.  
Turbulent Stage of Life 
One of the major obstacles focus groups identified in discipling people their age is 
the turbulence of the stage of life they are in. Consistent relationships, church attendance, 
and spiritual disciplines are a major challenge because, as one 25-year-old put it, “Life is 
not consistent when you’re that age” (04). In some cases, the turbulence is associated 
with pursuing an education. One youth ministry leader in her late twenties observed this 
among college students at her church: “But that age group, I think it is hard for them to 
stay at church. Because you know with school they get busy and then when they’re not in 
school they’re working” (07). A current college student was transparent about her 
struggles to have a consistent devotional life:  
I get up at 6:30 every morning and usually don’t get to bed until midnight every 
night. And so like, at 6:30 in the morning, I just wanna do like five minutes with 
Jesus and then keep going. But if I don’t do it at 6:30 in the morning, then like, I 
won’t vie for it like any other time in the day. So like I have to do it at 6:30 in the 
morning, but I’m not awake! (12).  
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In other cases, it’s the need to build a career that keeps young adults from developing 
long-term connections and putting down roots. “Especially our generation,” explained a 
26-year-old male, “it’s all about going wherever the jobs are…” (26). Thus, instability of 
place, relationships, and time commitments presents a significant challenge to young 
adult discipleship.  
Cultural Divide 
The second major obstacle young adults named in pursuing deep discipleship was 
what might be described as a cultural divide between the expectations of church and 
those of the surrounding culture. One 29-year-old reflected on the secular-sacred divide 
he grew up with: “A struggle that I’ve had with the church growing up was seeing church 
being a separate life from, a separate world from the regular world of school and non-
church interactions” (05). Another way this cultural divide manifests itself is in the 
difficulty young people have in resisting the negative influence of non-Christian friends. 
One college sophomore reflected on the challenges of discipling a younger student: 
“She’s a freshman, so like, she’s living in a dorm where people are drinking around her. 
That’s really hard. If you don’t get a roommate who like… If I hadn’t got a roommate 
who like was in like a good relationship with the Lord, I would not be here. I know it 
because I am too wishy-washy” (12). A young father identified the problem of parents 
who were overly protective and didn’t expose their children to the broader world. “I’ve 
seen that, a lot of kids that, by the time they went, started going to college, then their eyes 
began to really open, and that’s a problem” (06). Two young adults involved in college 
ministry described the divide as resulting from the prevalent idea that being a Christian is 
restrictive:  
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21: And I think that’s a lie that is often portrayed and believed. But it’s like, no, 
we can actually be fun, still have a life and still be real people. But just saved.  
24: And I think a lot of people our age think that like there’s no freedom in that, 
like having to go to church, and having to follow these rules, like there’s no 
freedom in that. But, um, I think it was [our lead pastor] who said a few weeks 
ago and it just really stuck with me. True freedom has boundaries. That’s what a 
lot of people don’t understand. But yeah, when you’re thinking of it from that 
way, if you’re living a life without boundaries, you’re just setting yourself up to 
get hurt. But when you have the parameters to experience what true freedom is, 
you’re putting things in place so that you can continue growing and being who 
God is calling you to be. 
In other words, when the church does not prepare young people to integrate their faith 
with the rest of life, those young adults will struggle to navigate the pressures, 
temptations, and false impressions of Christianity that the world presents to them, 
resulting in stunted spiritual growth.    
Summary of Major Findings 
This inquiry into the perspectives of pastors and young adults in churches whose 
young adult ministry is thriving yielded five major findings regarding effective strategies 
for the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults: 
1. A robust gospel focused on the personal and social transformation made 
possible through a relationship with Jesus Christ strongly resonates with 
young adults.  
2. Evangelism that combines authentic friendship with a culture of hospitality is 
a particularly effective means of sharing the gospel with young adults.  
3. Emphasizing intergenerational relationships and biblical formation is 
particularly helpful in the discipleship of young adults.  
4. The classic practices of corporate worship, Scripture reading, and prayer stand 
out as effective ways to help young adults grow to spiritual maturity.  
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5. Effective ministry among young adults involves navigating the cultural gap 
between church and world and the turbulent life stage of emerging adulthood.  
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CHAPTER 5 
LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT 
 
Overview of the Chapter 
This study concerned the factors contributing to the success of evangelism and 
discipleship among young adults observed in growing churches, in contrast to the 
narrative of decline that tends to pervade the national consciousness and is certainly 
experienced in contexts like Virginia Mennonite Conference. The purpose of this study 
was to identify effective strategies for the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young 
adults through the ministries of Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC) by surveying 
VMC pastoral perspectives on young adult ministry and interviewing pastors and young 
adults of local churches whose young adult ministry is thriving. 
In this chapter the major findings of this research project are examined. Each 
major finding is explored in light of personal observations, current research on the 
question, and biblical and theological reflections. Ministry implications are then 
extrapolated from the findings. The study’s limitations and unexpected observations will 
be described, as well as recommendations for future ministry practice and research. The 
chapter with a postscript on the researcher’s experience of the project.  
Major Findings 
First Finding: Gospel Focused on Personal and Social Transformation Resonates 
The first major finding of this research project is that a robust gospel focused on 
the personal and social transformation made possible through a relationship with Jesus 
Christ and his church is what most strongly resonates with young adults. Such a gospel 
takes seriously the real-world needs of people in this life, not just the life to come. 
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Among most participants, there was the recognition that this gospel is grounded not only 
in their experience, but in the true story of God unveiled in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Yet overwhelmingly, what mattered most about the gospel 
was the concrete difference it made in the lives of young adults and in society around 
them. Among pastors, the emphasis was on inviting young adults to build a life centered 
on Christ, allowing them to find inner healing, to overcome sin, to break down walls of 
ethnicity and age, to discover their true purpose, to be part of genuine community in the 
church, and to join God’s redemptive work in the world. Young adults themselves spoke 
passionately about transforming injustice, belonging to a community of love, finding 
forgiveness and freedom from sin, reconciliation with God and others, and being part of 
something that was bigger than themselves and gave them a sense of meaning and 
direction in life. Little talk of judgment or the afterlife was mentioned, and when it was, it 
was minimized as a motivation for deciding to follow Jesus. Instead, conversion typically 
came through an extended process of hearing and seeing the gospel lived out.  
This theme of a robust gospel for all of life stands out in the literature on effective 
young adult ministry. Powell et al. also found that churches that were “growing young” 
displayed a non-formulaic, robust gospel that was both Jesus-centered and concerned 
with salvation in the here-and-now rather than just in a future heaven (Powell et al. loc. 
549, 1879-1969). Seversen and Richardson observed that a gospel of sin and judgment 
does not attract emerging adults (35), and instead they recommend a more holistic gospel 
message that locates personal transformation within God’s larger “redemptive work 
within history” and combines proclamation with partnership in God’s work of fostering 
“justice, compassion, and human flourishing” (36). McKnight has argued for the recovery 
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of a full-orbed, biblical gospel which is robust enough for real world problems and will 
produce a “a more robust church for the next generation” (“The 8 Marks of a Robust 
Gospel” 36-39). Such a gospel is rooted in the full story of Jesus, realistic about the 
problem of sin in all its dimensions, this-worldly, and integrally tied to not just a personal 
relationship with God in Christ, but to the community that represents Christ’s lordship, 
the church.  
In addition, a robust, transformational, this-worldly gospel is largely supported by 
the biblical and theological framework proposed in this study. The New Testament 
gospel is both grounded in the objective claims of Scripture regarding Jesus the Messiah 
and apprehended subjectively through personal encounter with the triune God and the 
redeemed community, the church. It encompasses all areas of life as persons are invited 
through repentance and faith into a restored relationship with God, self, others and the 
creation, and incorporated through baptism into a new community under Christ’s 
lordship. It brings present transformation in this life and hope for the life to come. It is 
the latter point on which some dissonance between the gospel articulated by pastors and 
young adults in this study and that declared in the New Testament. While judgment and 
the afterlife have been overplayed in some recent versions of the gospel, they are critical 
components of the New Testament message, freeing Christians from both the need to 
exercise their own violent judgment over evildoers now, and from an anxious activism 
that believes changing the world rests solely on human agency. Judgment and new 
creation are good news in a world too broken for humans to fix it on their own.  
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Second Finding: Authentic Friendship and Hospitality Key to Effective Evangelism  
The second major finding of this study is that evangelizing young adults best 
takes place through a combination of the winsome witness of Christians who befriend 
them and a pervasive culture of hospitality both at home and in the church. Without 
exception, pastors and young adults identified relationship as the primary means by 
which young adults are drawn to the church and the message of the gospel. Christians 
invite friends or acquaintances into their lives and to their churches, and it is in those 
contexts that young adults hear the gospel and see it in the form of transformed lives, and 
thus have the opportunity to respond. Such incarnational witness is not merely 
instrumental but grows out of the genuine love and character of Christians seeking to be 
good neighbors. In fact, some ambivalence toward the word evangelism appeared in 
several groups of young adults, particularly versions of evangelism that seem 
confrontational. Hand in hand with authentic friendship goes the culture of hospitality 
that characterized most of the congregations in this study. Pastors and church members 
show hospitality by opening up their homes, tables, and schedules to persons in search of 
community. Gathered expressions of church life in the form of small groups, special 
events, and corporate worship are created with the dual purposes of nurturing existing 
Christians and making the gospel accessible and comprehensible to outsiders. Churches 
show acceptance and patience toward young adults as they consider the claims of Christ 
on their lives.  
This finding clearly reflects qualities uncovered in several other studies of 
churches that are effectively reaching emerging adults. Stetzer et al. argued that the 
church hoping to evangelize young adults must encourage its members to be 
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“incarnational—going and living among people who are far from God” (14), in addition 
to practicing hospitality through culturally relevant forms of worship and communication 
(143-144). Sahlin and Roozen identified intentional outreach and hospitable qualities 
such as being accepting and nonjudgmental and offering food and coffee as common 
among congregations successfully incorporating young adults. Powell et al. also 
confirmed that evangelism as authentic, non-judgmental conversation along with 
relational warmth, are qualities of churches that are “growing young” (loc. 2032 and 
2352).  
This finding also resonates with the insights of multiple scholars and practitioners 
who have reflected more generally on the nature of evangelism and Christian hospitality. 
It reflects, for example, McPhee’s advice that friendship as a means of evangelism ought 
to be truly genuine, resisting the temptation to view persons as objects (51), and 
demonstrating patient love, regardless of the person’s response to the gospel (110). Such 
genuine friendship, when combined with the hospitality of the church, “embodies the 
story of Jesus in concrete terms that outsiders can comprehend” (Kallenberg 50). In order 
to practice genuine friendship and hospitality, churches must resist the culture of 
busyness, as Stutzman warns: “When the people in your church are too busy with church 
activities, they will have little time to develop new friendships” (69). Furthermore, the 
finding that a culture of hospitality begins in the home of pastors and congregants and 
extends into the life of the church echoes Pohl’s claim: “Hospitality practiced in the 
homes of Christian people is a key foundation for hospitality in the church” (157). 
The combination of authentic friendship with a culture of hospitality is further 
supported and deepened by Scriptural teaching. In broad terms, it reflects the 
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combination of centripetal and centrifugal modes of mission expressed throughout the 
Bible (C. J. H. Wright; Bauckham; Goheen). It is also supported by the example of Jesus 
in the New Testament. Jesus intentionally reached out to the young adults who would 
become his followers (Matt. 4:18-22) and frequently deepened relationships with people 
over meals (Luke 7:36-50, 19:1-9), even feeding crowds of thousands on multiple 
occasions (Matt. 14:13-21, 15:29-39). Yet as the story of the calling of Levi the tax 
collector demonstrates, Jesus’ friendships often transgressed the social boundaries of the 
day, and he was as willing not only to extend hospitality but be the gracious recipient of it 
(Luke 5:27-32). Perhaps no greater symbol of true friendship and hospitality exists than 
the Lord’s Supper, where Jesus served those who would betray him (Mark 14:12-26).  
Third Finding: Intergenerational Relationships and Biblical Formation Vital for 
Discipleship 
A third major finding of this study is that intergenerational discipling 
relationships and relevant, yet rigorous biblical instruction are believed to be the most 
effective means of discipling young adults. All pastors and young adults mentioned the 
importance of face-to-face relationships with other Christians for growing as followers of 
Jesus. These relationships came in multiple forms, whether small groups, mentoring 
dyads or groups, or more informal settings. At times, these were peer relationships, but in 
the majority of cases, they were intergenerational. The accent in these relational settings 
was honesty, transparency, and accountability, though sometimes specific biblical and 
theological content was part of the relationship. Young adults cited with deep 
appreciation the opportunity to learn from the transparent lives of older adults. Yet 
biblical instruction was not absent from the discipleship equation. Rigorous yet relevant 
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biblical instruction, usually in the form of preaching, was emphasized by nearly all 
participants. In particular, young adults expressed a preference for preaching that was 
based on Scripture rather than personal opinion, connected with them in a personal and 
inspiring way, touched on practical and even controversial topics, and issued an 
exhortation to be lived out. Feel good relationships and teaching were not enough for 
these young adults. They wanted to be both loved and challenged to grow.  
These findings find resonance in some preexisting literature on young adult 
ministry, but also some contrast. Stetzer et al. found that young adults desire the deeper 
discipleship opportunities afforded by small groups, mentors, and learning opportunities 
with more experienced Christians, and that while conversational preaching is preferred, it 
still needs to have depth (loc. 2469). Powell et al. identified the young adult preference 
for warm peer and intergenerational relationships (loc. 549), along with a church 
atmosphere that challenges them (loc. 2004). Shenk found a desire for deeper 
relationships among Mennonite young adults, but also some ambivalence toward the 
Bible and a preference for dialogical modes of engaging Scripture (253-258). All in all, 
however, these findings agree with the recommendations of Setran and Kiesling that 
spiritual growth among emerging adults will be best enhanced through church life that 
holds together substantive biblical teaching with meaningful intergenerational 
relationships (95-104).  
These findings can be expressed in more dynamic terms when placed in 
conversation with the biblical emphasis on walking or following as the primary mode of 
discipleship. The Old Testament enjoined God’s people to “walk humbly with God” 
(Micah 6:8), an individual and communal journey of reverent obedience. Jesus invited 
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people to follow him in the context of community and make disciples of all nations, 
“teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). Walking 
together with other disciples at various stages in the journey of faith and cultivating a life 
of reverent obedience through sustained attention to God’s life-giving commands, 
correspond with the Scripture’s vision of discipleship.  
Fourth Finding: Classic Disciplines Helpful as Young Adults Grow to Maturity 
A fourth major finding of this study is that the spiritual practices considered most 
important for young adults to grow as Christians are corporate worship, Scripture 
reading, and prayer. The centrality of corporate worship for a life of discipleship came up 
in nearly every pastoral interview and young adult focus group. Pastors tended to focus 
on creating an environment for a transformational encounter with God that helps young 
adults orient their lives around the story of the gospel. Most young adults spoke of both 
the vertical and horizontal dimensions of worship. These came together in the frequently 
mentioned practice of communion, where the gospel is enacted, and congregants renew 
their sense of connection to the body of Christ. A consensus on worship style did not 
emerge across churches, but many young adults agreed that worship should be 
participatory and high quality. On a personal level, Bible reading and prayer were most 
often cited as crucial disciplines for spiritual growth, though some young adults resisted 
the idea of making them legalistic requirements. A number of participants, however, 
accented the communal practice of these disciplines, whether through devotional guides 
provided by the church during Advent and Lent, periodic gatherings for prayer and Bible 
study, or daily reminders from church staff encouraging young adults to prioritize time 
with God.  
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Few previous studies have addressed the question of which spiritual practices are 
most essential to young adult discipleship. Shenk’s study of Mennonite young adults 
uncovered a similar resonance with prayer and corporate worship as important practices, 
but a more conflicted attitude toward Scripture (162, 181, 253-260). On a theoretical 
level, Mitchell et al. explored practices that may be particularly formative for emerging 
adults given their unique characteristics, suggesting hospitality, generosity, and sharing 
stories (43-51). Setran and Kiesling recommended both disciplines of engagement and 
abstinence as embodied ways to reshape the lives of young adults conditioned by a 
culture misaligned with the values of God’s kingdom (43-46). Such disciplines included 
Scripture reading, particularly in the form of lectio divina (50), and fasting, whether from 
food, activity, sex, or other potential idols (46). Interestingly, there was some mention of 
fasting by pastors and young adults in this study, though not by the majority of 
participants. In addition to these personal disciplines, Setran and Kiesling also stressed 
the importance of communal practices, including worship, making special mention of the 
Christian calendar and communion (104-105), both of which appeared in this study.  
Ample biblical support exists for the priority of these Christian practices for lives 
of faithful discipleships, regardless of age. As seen in the New Testament understanding 
of disciple-making, Jesus taught a variety of embodied practices exemplified in the 
Sermon on the Mount, which included reconciliation, sexual and marital fidelity, truth-
telling, non-retaliation, love of enemies, giving, prayer, and fasting (Matt. 5-6). In 
particular, Jesus modeled a life of loving union with and dependence upon God the 
Father though prayer (Luke 5:16, 6:12, 9:28; John 17). The early church sought to 
practice this way of life together, as typified in Acts 2:42-47, where apostolic teaching, 
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fellowship, worship, and mission coincided in one alternative community of practice. The 
Apostle Paul charged Timothy, his young protégé, with leading the church in Ephesus in 
corporate prayer, worship, and scriptural teaching, as well as his own example of holy 
living (1 Tim. 2:1-15, 4:11-14).  
Fifth Finding: Navigating Culture Gap and Turbulent Life Stage Critical in Young 
Adult Ministry 
The fifth and final major finding of this study is that the cultural divide between 
church and world and the turbulent lives of young adults are the primary obstacles to 
evangelizing and discipling young adults. This cultural divide had various facets. On one 
hand, some respondents meant the gap between the Christian vision of human flourishing 
and the North American idols of individualism, consumerism, and sexual license, to 
which so many young adults are held captive. Other respondents located the gap between 
the ideals of Christianity and the inauthentic witness of Christians, as evidenced by 
racism and judgmentalism within the church. Still others described the divide as the 
difference between orthodox Christian teaching and the “whacked out” theology of 
young adults. This divide between church and the world of young adults was exacerbated 
by the turbulence that characterizes emerging adulthood. The lives of young adults were 
described as overwhelming, inconsistent, and transient, and the difficulty of carving out 
adequate time for deep discipleship was mentioned frequently by pastors. 
A growing body of literature describes the cultural gap hindering young adult 
engagement in the church. Wuthnow names the tendency of young adults to construct a 
“bricolage” of religious beliefs and practices (13-16), as well as the “widening gap 
between religious conservatives, on the one hand, and religious liberals or the 
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unaffiliated, on the other hand” (182). Arnett cites “exposure to new ideas” and a desire 
to “decide for themselves” as sources of emerging adults’ customized religious views 
(Emerging Adulthood 226). Kinnaman and Lyons make the case that young adults see the 
church in North America as hypocritical, focused on conversion, anti-homosexual, 
sheltered, too political, and judgmental (27-30). In a later book, Kinnaman and Hawkins 
develop a comparable list of objections toward the church, this time by young Christians 
who are leaving the church: overprotective, shallow, anti-science, repressive, exclusive, 
and inhospitable to doubt (92-93). In sum, both the heterodox convictions of young adults 
and the inauthentic witness of the church contribute to the cultural gap young adults feel 
between the world they inhabit and the church.  
The turbulence of young adulthood as an obstacle to church engagement also 
seems supported in the literature. Arnett names “instability” as one of the prime features 
of emerging adulthood, fueled by job and relational exploration, resulting in an 
“exceptionally full and intense but also exceptionally unstable” lives (11). Smith and 
Snell concur, characterizing emerging adulthood as a time of “frequent and varied major 
life transitions” (33) in which the majority of emerging adults feel “overwhelmed with all 
of the skills, tasks, responsibilities, systems, and procedures they are having to learn” as 
they move from adolescence to adulthood (35). They go on to argue that the disruptions 
of this life stage, combined with the competing priorities of education, work, and fun, 
mitigate against religious participation and commitment (Smith and Snell 75-76).  
The biblical witness anticipates the kinds of obstacles today’s young adults face in 
choosing a life of faith. First, the Bible recognizes that God’s ways will not necessarily 
be in tune with the beliefs and practices of human cultures (Rom. 12:2). God’s people 
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must be willing to live a distinct lifestyle and hold unpopular beliefs. This requires 
intentionality. The Scriptures recognize that young adults need guidance in the form of 
mentoring by older adults (Prov. 22:6). In addition, it is the shared responsibility of 
leaders and parents to provide theological instruction to children, youth, and young adults 
(Deut. 6:7). Even so, young adults are responsible agents as well, charged with walking 
in step with God’s commands and heeding the wisdom of those more experienced in life 
and faith (1 Tim. 1:18). At the same time, the Scriptures recommend patience in the 
discipling process, encouraging believers to exercise forbearance and forgiveness toward 
one another, even as they “teach and admonish one another in all wisdom” (Col. 3:16).  
Ministry Implications of the Findings 
The primary purpose of this study was to identify effective strategies for 
evangelizing and discipling young adults that could inform the practice of churches 
within Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC). The following suggestions are offered as 
a modest list of implications for young adult ministry within VMC.   
(1) Recover a robust understanding of the gospel. While many of the VMC 
pastoral questionnaire responses regarding the content of the gospel were 
profound, others lacked depth or evidenced inadequate biblical grounding. A 
gospel that speaks blandly of love or simplistically of accepting Jesus as one’s 
personal lord and savior is insufficiently resilient for the challenges young 
adults face in contemporary culture. Nor does such a flimsy gospel resonate 
with the deep concerns young adults have for finding authentic community, 
discovering meaning and purpose, and addressing social injustice. The gospel 
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the church proclaims must tell the whole story of Jesus in a way that grapples 
with the full depth and breadth of human brokenness.  
(2) Help congregants rediscover confidence in the gospel and ways to share it 
naturally. One of the questionnaire results that stood out was the gap between 
the belief held by pastors that everyone can and should share the gospel and 
the relative lack of opportunity they provide for congregants to learn to do so. 
The pluralistic, relativistic context in which emerging adults live cuts the 
nerve of evangelistic zeal. The gospel confidence witnessed in the testimonies 
of young adults stemmed from a belief in the gospel’s trustworthiness and 
personal experiences of transformation. This confidence then led naturally to 
sharing their story with others at home, work, and elsewhere in the 
community.  
(3) Create space for young adults in the lives of members and in the life of the 
church. Busyness was a frequent reason cited for the difficulty in reaching and 
discipling young adults. Churches that were successful in doing so made a 
concerted effort to resist the frenetic pace of life endemic to American culture. 
They prioritized the essentials of vibrant faith cultivated in weekly worship 
and small groups but avoided encumbering the lives of congregants with the 
expectations of unnecessary programs and volunteer positions. In other words, 
they encouraged their members to be actively involved in the community and 
be hospitable to friends and neighbors, and they supported that call for 
missional living through minimizing church-centered busyness. In addition, 
churches that are successfully reaching young adults make worship accessible 
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without watering it down, carve out intentional spaces for relationships to 
happen, and open up leadership opportunities for young adults to offer their 
gifts and grow as future leaders.     
(4) Prioritize relevant, heartfelt, biblically-rich experiences of corporate worship. 
It was notable that the Christian practice pastors and young adults deemed 
most important for their ongoing spiritual growth was participation in 
worship. Whether it was engaging traditional liturgy, praising God through 
song, hearing biblical preaching, taking communion, or connecting with other 
Christians of all generations, young adults expressed a desire for worship that 
is heartfelt, inspiring, and challenging. The image of a medic tent emerged in 
one focus group, which may serve as a helpful illustration for this point. If 
young adults are to be building authentic friendships with non-Christians and 
navigating the cultural gap between church and world on a daily basis, they 
need a place of healing and refreshment at least once a week where they can 
dwell in God’s presence, reorient their lives around the lordship of Christ, be 
reminded of the joy of being part of the body of Christ, and be sent out in the 
power of the Spirit for another week of courageous witness.  
(5) Strengthen prayer and Scripture reading through making them corporate 
practices. The fact that prayer and Bible reading were among the practices 
most mentioned by pastors and young adults for fostering ongoing spiritual 
growth says something about what is foundational in discipleship. Christians 
in every generation have developed a living relationship with God through 
these time-honored practices. They are basic exercises in the school of faith 
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from which disciples never graduate. Yet they can be hard to do. Several 
young adults commented on the difficulty of maintaining a regular rhythm of 
reading the Scriptures. What seemed to help was doing so with others who 
were committed to the same practices. This could take the form of a daily text 
reminder, a weekly prayer meeting, or an Advent or Lenten devotional that all 
members, young and old, are encouraged to follow. Either way, prayer and 
Bible reading seem to be enhanced when done with the support and 
encouragement of others.   
(6) Practice patient love toward young adults as they navigate the gap between 
church and world. As was stated by pastors and young adults alike, young 
adults live transient, turbulent lives. Successful ministry with young adults 
requires the patience to see them through at least four seasons of life, and 
likely much more. It also takes humility to acknowledge the failures of the 
church, and to realize that some efforts to sow gospel seed in the lives of 
emerging adults, whose hearts have been hardened by hypocrisy, may not 
show obvious fruit for years to come. Moreover, empathy is needed for 
churches desiring to reach and disciple young adults. This generation faces the 
supreme challenge of carving out a clear Christian identity in an increasingly 
secular cultural context. The pervasive pressures of media, peer groups, 
individualism, and consumeristic religion require the church to model and 
invite young adults to “a long obedience in the same direction,” to borrow 
Eugene Peterson’s term (coopted from Nietzsche), or as he put it in his own 
words, “a long apprenticeship in … holiness” (16).  
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Limitations of the Study 
The participants in the study represented a broad range of churches 
demographically and theologically. Yet some limits to generalizability should be 
considered when attempting to apply these findings to other contexts. First, most of the 
subjects, including in the pastoral questionnaire, represented urban and suburban 
communities, and no interviews or focus groups were conducted with members of rural 
churches, even though a number of VMC churches are rural. In addition, the subset of 
churches with thriving young adult ministries was limited to a growing, college town, 
something that does not characterize every community where VMC churches reside. 
Finally, the size of the thriving churches was larger than average size of other VMC 
churches.  
Unexpected Observations 
One particularly surprising observation was that operating an age-specific 
ministry for young adults was present in most, but certainly not all churches. In fact, the 
church with the highest percentage of young adults was thoroughly intergenerational in 
its programming, though it did strategically locate small groups near college campuses. 
Certainly, most young adults seemed to express appreciation for the opportunity to 
connect with folks at a similar stage of life. More significant, however, were the 
opportunities to interact with and be mentored by Christians further ahead on the journey 
of faith.  
Another unexpected observation was that nearly every group of young adults 
mentioned communion as a significant and frequent practice. It was described as a 
timeless tradition of the church that powerfully enacts the vertical and horizontal 
Kauffman 180 
 
dimensions of the gospel, reminding worshipers of Christ’s suffering love, and drawing 
them together in close-knit community. Surprisingly, VMC pastors did not rate this 
practice as among the most essential for Christian discipleship among young adults. They 
would do well to reconsider. 
An additional surprise was the frequency with which sexuality – and particularly 
same-sex relationships – arose in all data sets. Some VMC pastors cited animosity toward 
gays and lesbians as a primary obstacle to young adult participation in church. The 
portrait painted by the pastors and young adults of churches with thriving young adult 
ministries was more complex. While both pastors and young adults acknowledged the 
importance of sexuality and relationships and the desire to relate with respect toward all 
people, full endorsement of same-sex relationships was not the prevailing attitude 
expressed. All but one pastor emphasized a desire to uphold the traditional church 
teaching on sexuality, and several cited the loss of young adults over their decision to 
take that stand. When the topic came up among young adults, most affirmed traditional 
understandings, even as they emphasized the need to show love and acceptance toward 
all. The outlier was one group which cited the full inclusion of persons in same-sex 
relationships as something they appreciated about their church. In other words, it seems 
that churches with thriving young adult ministries, at least in this limited sample, have a 
clear stance toward same-sex relationships, with the majority expressing a preference for 
traditional church teaching. There were no examples of ambiguous attitudes on the 
subject, which may serve as a warning to churches that want to avoid this controversial 
subject.  
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Finally, it was somewhat unexpected that cultural relevance in the form of 
technology, contemporary worship, and stylish church leaders did not seem to be highly 
significant to young adults. Use of technology was evident in most churches as a means 
of communicating with young adults, but young adults did not spend much time talking 
about it. In fact, fasting from technology was mentioned almost as often. Worship 
through song mattered, but the style rarely came up. There was nearly equal preference 
for traditional and contemporary music styles, though the quality of music was mentioned 
more than once. Similarly, whether pastors were young or hip did not seem to be a 
significant factor. All in all, what seemed to matter more than style was authenticity and 
substance. However, it is likely that a minimum level of quality is expected in each of 
these areas. The poor use of technology, sloppily done worship, and out-of-touch pastors 
would most likely be a turn off.  
Recommendations 
Several recommendations come to mind for researchers interested in similar lines 
of inquiry regarding young adults and the church. First, fewer questions on all research 
instruments would be recommended. On average, the questionnaire took over 25 minutes 
for respondents to complete, and multiple respondents did not finish the entire survey, 
likely due to its length. Fewer questions on the interview and focus group protocols 
would also be helpful to ensure the possibility of covering all questions, and to eliminate 
redundancy. A possible exception to this recommendation would be to include the same 
list of Christian practices used in the questionnaire in the interviews and focus groups. 
While worship, Bible reading, and prayer emerged as the top priority practices for 
spiritual growth in those conversations, the results may have been different if participants 
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would have had a broader range of practices to consider. This could be a fruitful line of 
inquiry for another study. 
Another recommendation would be to enrich the data in a future project through 
adding participant observation. The researcher had some background knowledge about 
most of the churches, but time constraints prevented direct observation in all of them. 
Hunches from interviews or focus groups could be confirmed or dispelled through such 
onsite visits.  
Finally, and perhaps most significantly, future research should attempt to identify 
churches that are reaching more genuinely unchurched or dechurched young adults. 
Certainly, there were powerful stories of both conversion and intensification of faith. 
However, in a context where a third of young adults are identifying as unaffiliated, it is 
an urgent need to gain more understanding about how churches can effectively 
evangelize and disciple the “nones.”   
Postscript 
Early on in our introduction to research, we as doctoral students were told that the 
process of writing a dissertation would be a spiritually formative experience. That is 
certainly true in my case. Discerning a topic, doing background reading, designing the 
project, interviewing pastors and young adults, and poring over the insights of my willing 
subjects has deepened my trust in God and taught me both skills and wisdom I could have 
acquired in no other way. I count it a privilege to have been able to undertake such a 
project, and I hope to steward the lessons I have learned for the glory of God, the 
edification of the church, and the good of the world.   
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APPENDIX A 
VMC Pastoral Questionnaire about Young Adult Ministry 
 
INFORMED CONSENT LETTER 
 
Thriving: Effective Strategies for the Evangelism and Discipleship of Emerging Adults 
 
You are invited to be in a research study being done by Aaron Kauffman, a student at 
Asbury Theological Seminary. The study seeks to identify effective strategies for the 
evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults (ages 18-29) through the ministries 
of Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC). You are invited because you are serving as a 
pastor in one of the churches of VMC. 
 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to take the following online 
questionnaire through SurveyMonkey. It consists of twenty-three questions and should 
take about twenty minutes or less to complete. You will have the chance to learn about 
the findings of this study once it has been finished.  
 
Your responses will be kept confidential. The questionnaire will not ask for your name or 
any other identifying information. Your answers will be stored securely on 
SurveyMonkey’s servers in the United States and other locations. You can find out more 
about SurveyMonkey’s Privacy Policy by clicking here.  
 
The confidential data will be securely stored on the researcher’s computer for up to a year 
after the project is finished.  
 
If you have any questions about the research study, or if anything makes you feel 
uncomfortable in any way while you are in the study, please contact Aaron Kauffman at 
aaron.kauffman@asburyseminary.edu. You can refuse to respond to any or all of the 
questions, and you will be able to withdrawal from the process at any time.  
 
Agreeing to take the questionnaire means that you have read this letter or had it read to 
you, and that you want to be in the study. If you do not want to be in the study, do not 
take the questionnaire. Being in the study is entirely up to you. You agree that you have 
been told about this study and why it is being done and what to do.   
 
-- 
 
1. Do you agree to the above terms? By clicking Yes, you consent that you are willing 
to answer the questions in this survey. 
a. Yes 
b. No 
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Demographic Information         
 
2. Which one of the categories below includes your age? 
a. 17 or younger 
b. 18-29 
c. 30-39 
d. 40-49 
e. 50-59 
f. 60 or older 
 
3. Are you male or female? 
a. male 
b. female 
 
4. Which category below best describes your ministry role? 
a. Lead pastor 
b. Associate pastor 
c. Youth pastor 
d. Other: __________ 
 
5. In which district of Virginia Mennonite Conference do you serve? 
a. Calvary 
b. Central 
c. Eastern 
d. Eastern Carolina 
e. Harrisonburg 
f. Northern 
g. Potomac 
h. Southern 
i. Tennessee/Carolina/Kentucky 
j. Other: __________ 
k. Not sure 
 
Congregational Characteristics 
 
6. How would you describe your ministry setting? 
a. Rural 
b. Suburban 
c. Urban 
d. Other: __________ 
 
7. What was the average weekly worship attendance at your congregation this past year?  
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8. Which of the following best describes your congregation’s attendance over the past 
five years? 
a. Growing 
b. Holding steady 
c. Declining   
d. Not sure 
 
9. What percentage of your weekly adult worship attendance is composed of young 
adults (18-29)?  
 
Young Adult Ministry: Evangelism 
 
10. Rate your level of agreement with the following statements about evangelism. 
 Strongly 
Disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I believe every 
person should 
have the 
opportunity to 
hear and respond 
to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 
     
I regularly share 
the gospel in my 
preaching and 
teaching. 
     
I make time to 
build authentic 
friendships with 
people who are 
not Christians. 
     
I regularly pray 
that people who 
are not Christians 
would be drawn to 
Christ. 
     
I encourage 
persons in my 
congregation to 
share their faith 
with others. 
     
I provide 
opportunities for 
persons in my 
congregation to 
learn how to share 
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their faith with 
others. 
I encourage 
persons in my 
congregation to 
invite friends to 
worship or special 
events so they 
can explore 
Christian faith. 
     
My congregation 
does service in the 
community so 
people can see 
what Christian 
faith looks like in 
action. 
     
Evangelism is a 
special gift for 
some Christians. 
     
Evangelism is 
something all 
Christians can do. 
     
 
11. Estimate the number of young adults in your congregation who did one or more of the 
following during this past year:  
 
___ became regular attendees (2 or more times a month). 
___ made a renewed commitment to following Jesus.  
___ were baptized.  
 
12. In what ways is your congregation involved in sharing the gospel in your local 
context, both with young adults and more generally? 
 
13. What are the most effective ways you and your congregation are sharing the gospel 
with young adults? 
 
14. What are some of the biggest challenges you face in sharing the gospel with young 
adults? 
 
15. It is commonly observed that many young adults have a negative image of the church. 
How have you experienced that in your ministry, and what are you doing to respond? 
 
16. What do you tell young adults who ask you what it means to become a Christian? 
How do you explain the gospel to them? 
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Young Adult Ministry: Discipleship 
 
17. Rate the following twenty Christian practices according to their importance for 
growing as followers of Jesus. 
 
 Not Important Somewhat 
Important 
Very 
Important 
Essential 
Asking for God's 
direction in life 
    
Confessing your 
sins 
    
Engaging in cross-
cultural mission or 
service 
    
Gathering with 
others for worship 
    
Giving generously     
Giving thanks to 
God regularly 
    
Hearing 
teaching/preaching 
from the Bible 
    
Living a healthy 
lifestyle  
    
Living simply     
Meeting with a 
small group or 
Sunday school 
class 
    
Offering grace and 
forgiveness to 
others 
    
Practicing Sabbath 
rest 
    
Praying for others     
Pursuing peace and 
reconciliation 
    
Reading or 
studying the Bible 
    
Reserving sex for 
marriage 
    
Serving those in 
need 
    
Sharing the gospel     
Showing love and 
respect to all 
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people 
Singing together 
with other 
Christians 
    
Spending time 
alone with God 
    
Taking care of 
creation 
    
Taking 
Communion or the 
Lord's Supper 
    
Telling the truth     
Working for social 
justice 
    
 
18. What other Christian practices would you add to this list and why? 
 
19. Describe some of the ways you observe young adults getting involved in your 
congregation. 
 
20. What are the most effective ways you and your congregation are helping young adults 
to grow as followers of Jesus? 
 
21. What are some of the biggest challenges you face in helping young adults grow as 
followers of Jesus? 
 
22. Research indicates that about half of all children and youth who grow up in church 
drop out as young adults. In your experience, what helps children and youth stay 
engaged in church as they become young adults? 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
23. Is there anything else you would like to say about how churches can effectively 
evangelize and disciple young adults? 
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APPENDIX B 
Pastoral Interview about Young Adult Ministry 
 
Background Demographic Data 
 
Pastor(s) Congregation 
Gender  Age  
Age  Ethnic Make-up  
Ethnicity  Denomination  
Marital status  Attendance  
Education  Growth last 5 years  
# Years Pastor  Percent young adult  
 
Young Adult Ministry: Evangelism 
 
1. Tell me a bit about the level of priority you place on evangelism in your ministry. 
How do you seek to practice and promote the sharing of the gospel? 
 
2. Think about some of the young adults who recently started attending your church 
regularly. What factors do you think influenced their decision to attend?  
 
3. Have any young adults in your congregation recently been baptized? If so, how did 
you help them journey from being a seeker to taking the step of baptism? 
 
4. It is commonly observed that many young adults have a negative image of the church. 
How have you experienced that in your ministry, and what are you doing to respond? 
 
5. What are the most effective ways you and your congregation are sharing the gospel 
with young adults? 
 
6. What are some of the biggest challenges you face in sharing the gospel with young 
adults? 
 
Young Adult Ministry: Discipleship 
 
7. In general, how do you work at discipleship in your congregation?  
 
8. What are the most effective ways you and your congregation are helping young adults 
grow as followers of Jesus? 
 
9. What are some of the biggest challenges you face in helping young adults grow as 
followers of Jesus? 
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10. Research indicates that about half of all children and youth who grow up in church 
drop out as young adults. In your experience, what helps children and youth stay 
engaged in church as they become young adults? 
 
11. What do you think are the most essential Christian practices for helping people grow 
as followers of Jesus? How do you encourage young adults to practice them? 
 
12. What are some of your church’s activities or ministries in which you see young adults 
getting involved? What effect do you see these involvements having on their spiritual 
maturity?  
 
13. How do you observe young adults connecting in meaningful ways with their peers in 
your congregation? With people of other generations? 
 
14. What does your congregation do to offer leadership opportunities to young adults? 
 
15. How does your congregation help young adults connect their faith with the life issues 
that matter most to them? 
 
Final Thoughts 
16. Is there anything else you would like to say about how churches can effectively 
evangelize and disciple young adults? 
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APPENDIX C 
Interview Questions for Young Adult Focus Group 
 
Background Demographic Data 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Gender         
Age         
Ethnicity         
Marital status         
Education         
Profession         
# Years Christian         
Religious 
Background 
Churched         
Unchurched         
Other         
Freq. of church attendance         
 
Young Adult Ministry: Evangelism 
 
1. Think back to when you first started attending your current church. What were some 
factors that made you decide to attend? What keeps you there now?  
 
2. What are some ways you see your church involved in sharing the gospel, both with 
young adults and more generally?  
 
3. Have you ever invited a friend to be part of something at your church? If so, what 
happened? 
 
4. It is commonly observed that many young adults have a negative image of the church. 
How have you experienced that? What is your church doing about it? What more 
could it do? 
 
5. Have you ever told one of your non-Christian friends what it means to become a 
Christian?  If so, how did you explain the gospel to them? 
 
6. For those of you who grew up in church, what are some things that have helped you 
stay engaged in church as a young adult? 
 
7. If you did not grow up in church, what helped you find your way to church?  
 
8. What are the most effective ways your congregation is inviting young adults to put 
their faith in Jesus? 
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9. What makes it difficult for you or your church to invite other young adults to put their 
faith in Jesus? 
 
Young Adult Ministry: Discipleship 
 
10. In general, what are some ways your church is helping you grow as followers of 
Jesus? Which of those is having the biggest effect on your life? 
 
11. What are some of the biggest challenges you or your friends face in becoming mature 
Christians? What is your church doing to help you with those challenges? What else 
do you wish it would do? 
 
12. What are some Christian practices or lifestyle choices that you think are especially 
important for helping you grow as a Christian? Which of those are easy to do? Which 
are hard? 
 
13. How are you connecting in meaningful ways with peers in your congregation? With 
people of other generations? 
 
14. What does your congregation do to offer leadership opportunities to young adults? 
 
15. How does your congregation help you connect your faith with the life issues that 
matter most to you? 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
16. Is there anything else you would like to say about how churches can effectively 
evangelize and disciple young adults? 
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APPENDIX D 
 
Informed Consent Letters 
INFORMED CONSENT LETTER – Pastoral Interview 
 Thriving: Effective Strategies for the Evangelism and Discipleship of 
Emerging Adults  
You are invited to be in a research study being done by Aaron Kauffman, a student at 
Asbury Theological Seminary. The goal of the study is to identify effective strategies for 
the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults (ages 18-29) through the 
ministries of Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC). You are invited because you are the 
pastor of a local church whose young adult ministry appears to be very successful. The 
study will include churches both within VMC and beyond.  
 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in an interview. The 
interview will take place in a private space of your choosing, where you feel comfortable 
and will not be interrupted. It will last approximately 60-90 minutes and will be recorded. 
You will receive the interview questions one week before the interview. You will have the 
chance to learn about the findings of this study once it has been finished.  
 
Your responses will be kept confidential. If anyone else is given information about you, 
they will not know your name. A number or initials will be used instead of your name. 
 
After the interview, your responses will be typed up by the researcher or by a research 
assistant who has agreed to keep the information confidential. The recordings and typed 
interviews will be securely stored on a Google Drive protected by password. Within one 
year after the study is completed, all recordings and typed interviews will be deleted.  
 
If you have any questions about the research study, or if anything makes you feel 
uncomfortable in any way while you are in the study, please contact Aaron Kauffman at 
aaron.kauffman@asburyseminary.edu. You can refuse to respond to any or all of the 
questions, and you will be able to withdraw from the process at any time.  
 
Signing this paper means that you have read this, or had it read to you, and that you 
want to be in the study. If you do not want to be in the study, do not sign the paper. 
Being in the study is up to you, and no one will be offended if you do not sign this paper 
or even if you change your mind later. You agree that you have been told about this 
study and why it is being done and what to do.   
 
 
 
                                                                        ___                                                               
Signature of Person Agreeing to be in the Study                                     Date Signed  
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INFORMED CONSENT LETTER – Young Adult Focus Groups 
 Thriving: Effective Strategies for the Evangelism and Discipleship of 
Emerging Adults  
You are invited to be in a research study being done by Aaron Kauffman, a student at 
Asbury Theological Seminary. The goal of the study is to identify effective strategies for 
the evangelism and ongoing discipleship of young adults (ages 18-29) through the 
ministries of Virginia Mennonite Conference (VMC). You are invited because you are a 
young adult involved at a local church whose young adult ministry appears to be very 
successful. The study will include churches both within VMC and beyond.  
 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in a group interview called 
a focus group. The focus group will include about five to eight young adults and will take 
place at the offices of Virginia Mennonite Missions behind a closed door. It will last 
approximately 60-90 minutes and will be recorded. You will receive the focus group 
questions one week before the focus group meets. You will have the chance to learn 
about the findings of this study once it has been finished.  
 
Your responses will be kept confidential. If anyone else is given information about you, 
they will not know your name. A number or initials will be used instead of your name. 
Please know that although confidentiality will be encouraged, it cannot be guaranteed 
due to the nature of focus groups. You are asked to respect the privacy of other 
participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group to others.  
 
After the focus group, the recorded responses will be typed up by the researcher or by a 
research assistant who has agreed to keep the information confidential. The recordings 
and typed responses will be securely stored on a Google Drive protected by password. 
Once the study is completed, all recordings and typed responses will be deleted.  
 
If you have any questions about the research study, or if anything makes you feel 
uncomfortable in any way while you are in the study, please contact Aaron Kauffman at 
aaron.kauffman@asburyseminary.edu. You can refuse to respond to any or all of the 
questions, and you will be able to withdraw from the process at any time.  
 
Signing this paper means that you have read this, or had it read to you, and that you 
want to be in the study. If you do not want to be in the study, do not sign the paper. 
Being in the study is up to you, and no one will be offended if you do not sign this paper 
or even if you change your mind later. You agree that you have been told about this 
study and why it is being done and what to do.   
 
 
 
                                                                        ___                                                               
Signature of Person Agreeing to be in the Study                                     Date Signed  
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